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I could bury myself in New York. I could see that from the boat as it went under the Statue of Liberty on a cold dawn that grew quickly behind me and shoved the fog off the slate-coloured water. That was Manhattan, already towering over me. It made tiny things of the people around me, all gawking at the manmade cliffs, and the ranks of even higher cliffs behind them, stretching forever into America and stopping their entry. I could see the terror in their eyes.

I could stare into the eyes without fear of recognition. They weren't Irish faces and it wasn't Irish muck on the hems of their greatcoats. Those coats had been dragged across Europe. They were families, three and four generations of them; the Irish travelled alone. There were the ancient women, their faces collapsed and vicious, clutching bags they'd carried across the continent, full of string and eggshells and stones from the walls of lost houses. And their husbands behind them, hidden by beards, their eyes still young and fighting. They guarded the cases and boxes at their feet. And their sons and daughters, grandsons and granddaughters, under embroidered scarves and black caps, and younger children still, and pregnant girls with scrawny boys standing and sitting beside them, all cowed by the approaching city cliffs. Even the youngest sensed that their excitement was unwanted and stayed silent, as the Reliance sent small waves against Bedloe's Island and the big stone American woman – send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me – as their parents and grandparents shivered at the new world and tried to know if they were looking at its front or back. I was the only man alone, the only man not afraid of what was growing up in front of us. This was where a man could disappear, could die if he wanted to, and come back to quick, big life.

I had arrived.

But we turned from Manhattan and sailed, almost back into the night, towards the New Jersey shore. And the silence around me fell deeper as the island crept up in front of us. The last few square feet of the old, cruel world, the same name in all the languages on board as we were pulled closer and closer, isola delle lagrime, Tränen Insel, the isle of tears. Ellis Island.

Hundreds of shuffling feet trapped under the vaulted ceiling of the great hall, the air was full of the whispers of the millions who'd passed through, the cries of the thousands who'd been stopped and sent back. I listened for the tap of a famous leg, but I heard none. Old men tried to straighten long-crooked backs and mothers rubbed rough colour into the white cheeks of their children. Wild men ran fingers through long beards and regretted that they hadn't shaved before they'd disembarked. Jewish women caressed sons' ringlets and tried to push them under hats. Fragments of new language were tried, and passed from mouth to mouth.

—Yes, sir.

—No, sir.

—My cousin, he have a house.

—I am a farmer.

—Qu-eeeens.

The medical inspector stared into my eyes. I knew what he was looking for. I'd been told all about it, by a lame and wheezy anarchist who was making his seventh try at landing.

—They see the limp but never the brain, he'd said. —The fools. When they confront the fact that I am too dangerous for their country, then I will happily turn my back on it. But, until then, I commute between Southampton and their Ellis Island.

—If you could afford first or second class, I told him, —you wouldn't have to set foot on the island.

—You think I am not aware of this? he said. —I can afford it. But I won't afford it.

The inspector was looking for signs of trachoma in my eyes, and for madness behind them. He couldn't stare for long – no one could; he saw nothing that was going to send me back. To my left, another inspector drew a large L on a shoulder with a brand new piece of chalk. L was for lung. I knew the signs; I'd been seeing them all my life. The man with the brand new L had already given up. He collapsed and coughed out most of his remaining life. He had to be carried away. An E on the shoulder meant bad eyes, another L meant lameness. And behind those letters, other hidden letters, never chalked onto shoulders: J for too Jewish, C for Chinese, SE, too far south and east of Budapest. H was for heart, SC was for scalp, X was for mental.

And H was for handsome.

The guards stood back and I walked the few steps to the next desk. I let my heels clip the Spanish tiles. Two beautiful sisters held each other as they were pushed back. Without parents or children they were too likely to fall into bad hands waiting for them on the Manhattan or New Jersey wharfs. If they were lucky they'd be kept on the island until relatives were found to take them; less lucky, they'd be pawed, then let through; less lucky still, they'd be deported, sent back before they'd arrived.

I handed my passport and papers to the Immigration Bureau officer. He opened the passport and found the ten-dollar note I'd left in its centre. The note was gone before I saw it missing. I'd taken it from the wheezy anarchist; its loss didn't sting. Then came the catechism, the questions I couldn't get wrong.

—What is your name?

—Henry Drake.

—Where are you from?

—London.

—Why have you come to the United States?

—Opportunity.

So far, so easy.

But he stopped. He looked at me.

—Where are you travelling from, sir? he asked me.

It wasn't one of the questions.

—London, I said.

He seemed to be staring at the word as I spoke it.

—You are a born Englishman, sir?

He read my latest name.

—Mister Drake?

—Yes.

—Henry Drake.

—Yes.
 
—And where is Missis Drake, sir?

—She's in my dreams.

—So you're travelling alone, sir, is that right? You are an unmarried man.

—That's right.

—And how do you intend supporting yourself, sir?

We were back on track.

—By working very hard.

—Yes, and how, sir?

—I'm a salesman.

—And your speciality?

I shrugged.

—Everything, and anything.

—Alright. And do you have sufficient funds to sustain you until you commence selling everything?

—I do.

He handed me a sheet of paper.

—Could you read this for me, sir?

—We, the people of the United States, in order to form a more perfect union—

And as I strolled through the literacy test, I could feel Victor, my brother, beside me, his leg pressed against mine in the school desk, and Miss O'Shea at my shoulder, my teacher and wife, the mother of the daughter I suddenly missed, her wet fingers on my cheek.

—and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution of—

He took the paper from my fingers. He picked up a rubber stamp and brought it down on top of a card. I read the stamp: ADMITTED.

—Welcome to America, he said.

It was America, not just the U.S.A. America was bigger than the states, bigger than the world. America was everything possible.

He handed me the passport and registration card, then held them back.

—But you'd want to work on your accent, sir. Slán hat.*


  * Goodbye.



That shook me, but only until I climbed the last few steps and walked out into my first American sunshine. And another accent hit me.

—Speakee American, bub?

—Fuck off.

—That answers my question, I guess, said the shark.

He was there to hijack the new Americans milling around and past me, train tickets pinned to their lapels, registration cards held in their teeth, their hands busy with cases and bags. He must have been good, this lad, to be allowed on the island, right under the portico. I studied him closely, the movie suit, the hat, the hidden accent. I handed him my cardboard suitcase. It was empty. I didn't look back but I heard him weigh its hollowness and lob it into the water. I took out my passport, to send it the same way. Then I changed my mind. I turned back.

—Hey, I said. —Want to buy a passport?

He put his hands in his pockets and pulled out forty or fifty passports.

—Your turn to fuck off, bub, he said.

I waved, turned and skimmed the passport onto the river. I watched it gather water and sink.

I was a clean sheet.

It was the 16th of March, 1924, two years since I'd sailed out of Dublin.

I looked back at the last of Dublin and, soon enough, there was no land and the boat was just a thing on the sea. I stood on the deck, my back against the cold iron wall for all the rolling night and I watched trenchcoated men watching me, and other men watching them. I saw the swing that a gun gives to a coat, and the shine that fear gives to the eyes. I was still in Ireland, still a man on the run.

And Liverpool was worse. I'd thought the place would soak me up, but not a chance. At every corner, in every doorway. Distance didn't matter. They were always there before me. Ready for the chance to hit. I could never stop and know that I'd escaped.

I walked deeper into England. I found rooms in Blackburn, Bradford, Warrington. I found work and women but eventually, always, I had to move. A head turning, eyes staring, at everything but me; a face I'd last seen looking across Mary Street after I'd read my death sentence on a piece of paper.

I stayed out of the towns and went into the mountains. I stopped at farmhouses and did the work I'd learnt in Roscommon. The farmers admired my strength, but they weren't happy. My accent and unwillingness to use it made them nervous. They saw their wives and daughters glaring at me and knew that I was dangerous. I moved again, and again.

A man called Smith took me on just as his sheep were about to drop their lambs. He'd no daughter and his wife was dead; he could ignore the urge to look up whenever I walked past him. I liked Smith. I liked the cold up there and I liked the work. I thought I'd stay there until my head was clear of gunmen.

I was on Smith's rented hillside one night in early March, all night dragging lambs and their mothers out of snow with hands so cold they could feel no wool. I pushed open the door and walked into his kitchen an hour after dawn and, this time, he did look up.

He looked, and looked away.

—There were people looking for you, he said.

—People?

—Men, he said. —From your country. In a motor car.

—Did they say anything?

—No. Only. Are you Henry Smart? —Yes.

—Yes, he said. —It was you they were looking for. I told them I didn't know you.

—Thank you, I said. —I'll go.

—Yes, he said. —I'll give you your money.

He stood up and went further into the house, to where he had his money hidden. He came back with a five-pound note, a lot more than he owed me.

—Those men. They want to kill you, do they?

—Yes.

—Stay until you're ready to go.

—Thanks.

—I had three sons, he said.

—I'm sorry, I said. —The war?

—Yes, he said. —The war. Go when you think it's best.

I left when it was dark. I stayed well off the roads and climbed through drifts of snow. Sometimes I could feel the earth hard under my boots. Other times I climbed shifting mountains, like slow waves in a black storm. But the thought of the men in the car gave me the anger and heat to melt a path in front of me. They weren't going to stop me and they wouldn't make me kill them. I'd been the expendable fool for years, the man who'd hopped when his betters called. No more. I was going to get away from that, even if I had to be buried. And I'd do the fuckin' burying, not them.

The river threw rubbish at the slick plank walls – torn vegetables, pale and soaked, squashed fruit, dead fish. And some of the new Americans looked down at the soup and were weak, almost angry at the thought that their new home could afford such waste.

The ferry from the island emptied the people, their bags and boxes, onto the crowded slip – pimps, cousins, conmen, housekeepers looking for kitchen staff.

—Need somewhere to stay?

—No.

—Need a job? Good money?

—Got a sister?

I climbed in among sacks and children, and the train brought me, slowly, to the heart of Manhattan. Through steam and whirling smoke and breath that licked the carriage window, I watched thick cables lifting girders, and I saw men riding the girders, taking on the sky, specks of men, but men like me, rising over the smoke, taking the freedom of the air. I leaned into Manhattan, pushed my weight against the train's fat crawl.

And I pushed through the beams of solid sunlight that hung from windows high above me, in the great hall of Grand Central Terminal. I looked around and swam in the noise. It was a long walk to the steps and the clock right over me – 2.47p.m. – and I was out again, out into the crazy air, and 42nd Street.

No ocean, no edges, no return.

I climbed into the back of a waiting cab. The driver spoke over his shoulder.

—Where to?

—I want an American suit, I told him.

—Suit?

I had the rest of the anarchist's cash burning a hole in the pocket of my old one.

—American, I told him. —A good one.

—Man wants a good suit, I'll take that man to the man who'll give him his suit.

—And after the suit, I want Douglas Fairbanks.

—The Thief of Baghdad? he said. —It's the latest.

—Sounds like my kind of town.

—The Grand Opera House sound good?

—Does it show the pictures?

—Well, it certainly don't show opera. I might even park the jalopy and join you.

—Let's go, I said.

And we rode out into America. I looked out the window of the covered car, up at the sheer walls, and the new walls going up as I watched, and I saw the tickertape falling – the rest of them thought it was snow – on the taxi, on the street, on everything, for me.

It was too early for stars but I knew that my voice, steered by the glass and concrete, would meet them as they came out later on. I opened the door and, right hand gripping the running board, I hung out over the street as the car turned onto Park Avenue.

—My name is Henry Smart!
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ELECTRIC RAZORS –

BOUGHT

SOLD

AND EXCHANGED

GUARANTEED REPAIRS

ON ALL MAKES

I was an honest toiler, paid to carry the honest claims of smalltime commerce through the streets and avenues of lower Manhattan.

STAR OPTICAL CO.

EXPERTS

GOOD RATES

333 PEARL ST

And I was value for money. Women's eyes went from my eyes and, as they wondered about the rest of the handsome man inside the sandwich, they read the words and were very often sold. Women had their perfect eyes tested, bought electric razors for dead fathers and infant sons.

I carried a world of ceaseless invention, well hidden behind the plain words on the boards. Vacuum cleaners, electric ice-boxes, teeth that didn't hurt. I promised a life of science and bang up-to-date ease. Ready-cut clothes, electric razors, music in every room. Spectacles for the working man, cigarettes for the working woman. I killed the day with words of my own. There's a CAMEL just for you. I wrote and rewrote, filed slogans for my future use, got ready for the break.

I'd meet other sandwich-board men. I'd read the dull, literal words that, much more than the heat and weight, were pushing them into the sidewalk.

MAX'S FOUNTAIN PENS

ALL MAKES

REPAIRED

I'd measure the length and breadth of the wooden pages and, always, I saw waste and opportunity.

But then, as night raced through the avenues and time became my own, I changed the sheets on the boards and carried my own promises.

CARLMOR

CAFETERIA

THE BEST SANDWICH IN

NEW YORK

A full belly, jangling change.

GOOD EATS
 
CHEAP
 
CHEAP
 
CHEAP

Hettie had never known business like it.

—What crowds, what mouths! Thank you I can. But cope, I can not!

I paid the rent in what was left of my boot leather. The suit was new but the boots had once belonged to a dead man buried in Roscommon. My boards dragged the tired and hungry stiffs to the Carlmor. And the first sight of Hettie's plenty terrified the ones who still had Europe in their guts. Drawn by my good looks and walking words, they pressed the brims of their hats to Hettie's window. Then they crept further in, sold by the smells that came out with the swinging door, the eats under the glass bells on the counter, the meatloaf and cinnamon toast, Hettie's famous Eskimo pie, won over by the prices that decorated the windows –

LARGE RIB STEAK

15c.
 
READ AND BELIEVE

and the sight of Hettie's magnificent, flour-patted arms.

I slept in a room behind the cafeteria. Sometimes Hettie slept with those floury arms around me, and sometimes not, depending on her mood and how drunk her husband was and where he'd fallen. She was fifty or the other side of it. She'd had her children, all grown to men and women. She wasn't sure how many, she said.

—Maybe seven.

—Boys, girls? I asked her as I sat at the counter.

Rudy Vallee whispered from the radio cabinet behind her. TIME TO EAT said the clock above her head, and 1.37, late night, very early morning. I'd just finished my dinner, bean soup, pot roast, two slices of bread and butter, apple pie and coffee – great value at 58c, and better yet because I wasn't going to pay for it.

—Who knows? she said. —Who cares? Boys girls, both. What's the ballyhoo?

She handled the language like the mince she choked with her long man's fingers, forcing it into the shapes demanded by the menu. She'd come from some place further away than Ireland but she wasn't telling me where.

—Don't know the American for it, she said.

She roomed and fed me in return for the customers I hauled to her counter and she lay down on the mattress because she liked me. She wrapped herself around me, and that was all.

—You don't want to get lost in an old chicken like me, she said.

—Yes, I do, I said.

—No no, she said.

And she held my head.

—Tell me the truth, my Henry, she said. —Am I older than your mama?

I thought about it.

—Yes, I said. —A lot older.

She laughed and pressed my face into the cotton that covered her stomach.

— Think of that, she roared.

* * *

I walked across and back across lower Manhattan, carrying the boards and the bottles hidden behind them. It was the fourth, and fifth, job I'd had since I'd arrived.

Beep Beep, the taxi driver who'd picked me up outside Grand Central, had taken me on to a rooming house run by a Dutchman, a sailor who hated the sea. The house was on Millionaires' Row, still called that long after the last fat cat had legged it. The room was clean, the sheets were clean. I woke the next morning, ate the food that was the topping on the rent and went looking for work. I followed the smell to the river, and found some of the docks I'd seen from the Ellis Island ferry. There was work there for thousands. I saw the men waiting for the nod. The shape-up, a toothless Connacht man beside me called it. He was too old to get into the crush.

—Will we make it, d'you think, young fella?

I said nothing.

I'd seen it before, although the clock boss here was two feet taller than the dwarf with the eyes who'd ruled the Custom House dock, in Dublin. He let his eyes wander from face to face, and stop. He held out a toothpick and the lucky man had a job – for the day. The toothpick went behind the chosen lad's ear and he marched off to work.

I turned away.

The familiarity of that routine – acceptance, rejection, daily pay and kickback – the Irish accents all around me, the red ears on the men dying for one of the clock boss's toothpicks, they all told me to stay far away from the water, or as far as four or five avenues could get me.

I turned back inland and a few blocks in I found my first start, with a blacksmith, a big man called Thompson. I pulled lengths of still-warm iron from a huge drum of water, arms, joints and panels of iron that Thompson and his three sons would assemble and burn into the fire escapes that clung to every wall I'd seen since I'd arrived. I liked the work, enjoyed the heat as I felt it hardening me. But there were too many sulking Irishmen coming in and out of the foundry, lugging the still-soft fire escapes. I left without collecting my three days' pay – a Corkman said he knew my face.

—I know your fuckin' clock, boy.

I walked until my ears felt very far from home, to East Harlem and another job. I read the newspapers to Puerto Rican cigar makers, in a loft on 109th Street. These men rolled tobacco leaves and learnt their English twelve hours a day and I, their lector, read the Daily Worker, the Daily News and the Saturday Evening Post, my head swimming in the gorgeous stink of the world's best tobacco. As they got to know me and my voice, they brought in books of their own, that their daughters got for them from the branch library – Les Misérables, The Jungle and McTeague – and they learnt to gasp and cry in English, and they lingered long after they were knee-deep in panatellas and listened until I got to the end of the book or chapter. I read in a fog of tobacco sweat, for more than a month. But I walked again. I left when one of those small men put a knife to my throat; I'd just closed The Call of the Wild with five pages to go. I had to pick it up and finish it while the blade leaned into my neck.

I walked downtown through the night and, early the next morning, the air from the East River tempting me to the docks, I was saved by an undertaker. He was struggling with a heavy roll of canvas and, curious and hungry, I stopped and helped him, up narrow steps and more steps, into a small room full of good dark furniture and a dead man. He thanked me, took off his stovepipe hat, wiped his head with a kerchief that shone like a mirror and offered me a job. So I started hefting for him. Mister Grass's caskets came with mourners, if wanted, lace curtains for the windows, and backdrops – landscapes on old canvas, badly painted chunks of home – a Sicilian village, the Tower of London, a river that passed for any of the thousands that had been left behind. The one I'd carried for him was the river. I thought it was the Liffey at the Strawberry Beds as I watched him hoist it behind the dead man on the table. But, no, he said, today it was the Danube.

—Five, six times out of ten it is the Volga.

—Is it ever the Shannon? I asked.

—One time, said Mister Grass. —The departed admired the tenor voice of John McCormack. But he himself was Polish.

He gave me a stovepipe hat and taught me how to say, 'I'm sorry for your troubles' in eleven different languages. I buried his share of the Lower East Side dead, with his brother and, now and again, his son.

—Grass & Son, he said as he showed me how to get a tie onto a dead man who wasn't co-operating. —My dream. But Grass and a Corner Boy is what I get. He will grow out of it, says the missis. He is thirty-four, thirty-five, I tell her. I will pray for him, she says. Pray for the corner, I say. Second and 11th.

One day, at Grass's mortuary, I found bottles of hooch inside one of the caskets. I held up one of the bottles and shook it. I knew the trick: if I saw bubbles the contents were on the reasonable side of bad. There were no bubbles in this bottle but I could still feel its possibilities. It was dangerous stuff, the property of hard men, its route from coffin to mouth already sewn up and guarded. But it was money and I needed some, so I walked up to the two men who came in later to stare into the coffins with & Son.

—Are you lads looking for help?

I took my beating, nothing to it, and got up off the floor. The hard men left. & Son followed them but he came straight back.

—Am I in? I said.

—Up to me, you're dead.

—So, what do I do, Pavel?

—That's Paul.

He sent me to Johnny No. (And I forgot all about the hard men.) I picked up the bottles from a tall blond kid, an alky-cooker who called himself Fast Eddie but whose real name, his sister told me, was Olaf. Fast Olaf lived with his sister and his dying mother, on the fourth floor of a five-storey Orchard Street tenement. I met him three or four times a week on the roof, under the shadow of the wooden water tower, in a forest of chimneys, pigeon coops and new radio antennae – the air is our theatre – more of them every time I went up there. Fast Olaf's gin stills and bathtubs were hidden under the pigeons on all the rooftops along his block. He handed over the hooch, bottled and brown-bagged, and I hid the bottles in the muslin pockets that were tacked to the insides of the sandwich boards, front and back. Then I'd go and meet his customers, shrinking, skinless men leaning into walls at street corners, and women, purple-eyed, crumbling on the steps of other people's buildings, all of them dying but always punctual. I'd hand over the horse sugar, and they'd produce the readies, and no one really watched or cared or tried to stop us. The hand of Prohibition never reached to the depths that these men and women had dropped to. They always paid something, cash coins and the odd sodden note. Fast Olaf's booze was killing them and they were going out on the instalment plan. It was bad liquor, gin only because Fast Olaf called it gin, until he added tea to the mix and it became malt whiskey. I'd even seen him pour some of Grass's embalming fluid into the bath. Dead homers and tiplets decorated the Orchard Street sidewalks. Paralysed by the fumes from Fast Olaf's stills, they took off but couldn't flap. But Fast Olaf knew his market. Even without Prohibition, his experiments would have been their drink of choice.

—Pre-war imported, I said as I handed over a brown-bag.

My client dropped small money onto my palm. He took the top from the bottle without opening the bag and drank big through the paper.

—You brighten the joint, he said as he walked away, when he was able to speak again.

Manhattan was the Big Bottle. There were thirty-two thousand dives and speakeasies on the island, Fast Olaf's sister told me.

—I been in all of them, daddio.

But Fast Olaf's clientele had always chosen the benches and weeds. Not for them the teacup and phoney Scotch label; they wanted his poison clean and honest. I brought the loot back to Fast Olaf, minus my 15 per cent. I watched him count the money, his face travelling across deserts of sums and figures.

—How'd he get to be called Fast? I asked his sister.

—He can fuck a girl in ten seconds, easy, she said.

—You've seen her?

—I am her. I'm only his half-sister, she added.

—That's fair enough, I said.

—Damn right. His daddy's not my daddy; that's fair game in this girl's town.

—He pays you?

—Because he wants to. Makes him feel like the big cheese, see. And that's okay. And, hey listen. I'm gonna tell him about that five per cent you was telling me about.

—Unless?

—You give me three.

—But this, I said.

I waved a hand over her. She was on her back, right under me, giving it the Henry Ford. Sewing machines, dozens of them, whirred and clacked in the rooms right under us; they invaded our work, sent lint up through the floorboards.

—This. This is free, right?

—Right.

—Okay, doll, I said. —You've got yourself a deal.

— You can put it in my mouth for three and a half.

—No no, I said. —This'll do fine.

—Fine is fine, she said. —But you got to have ambition in this life, you know.

—Next time, I said.

—This time is always the last time, daddio, she said. —My heinie is available too.

And she put a finger on mine.

—Go on, she said. —Don't be a sis.

And she stretched back off the bed – she was a long, long, good-looking girl – and, with her hair dusting the floor, she yelled at the wall.

—Shut the fuck up, Ma!

At her dying mother who was pounding her side of the wall with a shoe or mallet or the front of her head.

—Bring soup!

The tiny kitchen was no man's land between them. Her mother had the box-room with a view of the airshaft. I never saw her. Fast Olaf's half-sister had the bigger front room, with a view of lower Manhattan.

—How come? I said.

—Who pays the rent? she said. —And what's it to fucking you?

—Soup!

—Shut up!

The city of the good time, the Big Noise. I was there three months and I felt at home. And I felt that way because it was no man's home. It was too big, too fast; nothing stayed fixed. I knew the blocks, the corners, but that wasn't enough. This was the city that fell and rose every day, the city that was colonising the sky. A man with ambition just had to look up to meet his possibilities. I did it all the time. And I listened. To the clock that hung higher above Manhattan than the men on the girders. I could hear it clearly. I could feel its beat.

I had 18 per cent of Fast Olaf's gin money. Olaf was forking out for my adventures with his half a sister. It was still my honest boast: I'd never paid for a ride. I had plans. I had the measure of the town. Those who got on lived by the clock hanging over it. I listened to the clock. The city that dished out the time. It could be bought and spent, borrowed, stolen, wasted, fucked and killed. Time was money. Time was life. It was up to me.

I stood at the corner of Broadway and Fulton. In the stew of noise, heat and the smells that came from the market. The grinding wheels, the buzz and stink of crawling engines, the shouts of vendors and buyers – Yiddische Morgenjournal! Yiddische Morgenjournal! – German, Russian, East Side English, pidgin-everything, fighting through air trapped by the walls, and the quilts and sheets that hung dead across the street on pulley lines. My suit was wringing wet. My Clarence Darrow suspenders – lavender; I'd walked for days looking for a pair – were sawing through muscle and sinew, pulling me to the ground. I pushed my pearl-grey fedora to the back of my skull. I stood there in my sandwich –
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I listened. I could hear the clock. I turned from Fulton and looked up Broadway. It was all there and it went on forever, the backbone of the whole world, in neat, expendable blocks. The clock was ticking, measuring out the din and commerce of the Fulton Street market, and all the other markets and stores and dives and emporiums and brothels and freak-shows and arcades and picture palaces and dens and nightclubs and churches and roadhouses and dance halls and banks – further and further, as far as I needed to see, over the hill that was the horizon, and further, all the way into America, right through the continent, slicing a path clean through it. Ticking away, beating just for me. I could feel it in my feet and bones. Counting down to my birth. It was up to me. Time was life. Time was money.

My time had come.

—No, said Johnny No-Can-Do.

—What?

—You heard me. No can do.

I'd expected the answer but not the face that came with it. His expression had none of the usual vaudeville, none of the grim fun that apologised for the big No that always strolled out when he opened his mouth. Even from behind the cigar smoke, it was clear as the early day outside: NO.

He looked down at his desk and the half-bits of paper and stains.

I picked up the boards.

ITSPEP

FOR

COLDS AND COUGHS

—Hey.

I looked at Johnny No.

—Up to me, I'd still say No. It's up to bigger people, see. Understand?

I carried the boards to his door.

—Understand?

—Yeah.

—Remember that.

Down four flights to Fulton Street. The heat and my disappointment pressed the straps in good and hard, into the ditches that now ran across my shoulders. A passing El shook the world and loosened the grime. I could see it; I could feel it sticking to me.

Beep Beep was right.

—You ain't arrived till you don't hear the El.

The words I was lugging were careful and dull.

GOOD FOR THE WHOLE FAMILY

The things I could do with these boards, and more boards, a fleet of the things, carried by fine men like myself. The straps weren't cutting; they were pushing, pressing at me to get on with it.

—Fuck that, I said.

—Talking to me, friend?

Leon the Cob put a sack on top of the other sacks he was building into a wall at the edge of the path – the sidewalk. He was always there before me, selling corn, potatoes, cabbages, tomatoes, before the day got hold of them and turned them into mush. And his pickles, things I'd never seen or smelt until I reached New York – tubs of piccalilli, gherkins, pimentos – great names with a stink that took away all sound and heat when I held my face above them.

Leon marched over and tapped my front board with a cob he'd just ripped from the top sack.

—What about that Louise?

He was talking about Louise Brooks, the movie woman; the same words, same conclusion, every morning. Today, I got there before him.

—You fuck her good, I said.

—I'll do that, he said

—She'll be grateful.

—Yes, she will.

He threw another sack onto the wall.

—And her sister, my friend, is yours.

—Thank you.

—Thank her.

My plan had been simple, and right: I was going to go out on my own. Lugging another man's boards, I was another stiff, a mick fresh off the boat. Lugging my own boards, I was a man of business, a young man on the go. And not lugging them either; presenting them.

But, No, the man had said.

And fair enough. The boards were his, and the business that came with them, and his 60 per cent of Olaf's 10 per cent of the booze money. I'd been hoping to buy the boards off him. But why set up some dope to take his business out from under him? So, fair enough. I couldn't blame Johnny No.

So what was I going to do?

The answer was easy, now that I was out on the street. I'd rob the boards and lose myself. I'd stay well clear of Johnny No; there were other streets, and lots of them. At the end of business today there'd be a new me sitting at Hettie's counter. The coming man in advertising, the new man in the new, new thing.

The boards were weightless; they were wings and I was the man to flap them. But there was still one thing: Johnny No's face. For a second back there in his office, for less than a second, less than the time it took to blink his yellow eyes, I'd seen Jack Dalton behind that desk, just after he'd let me read my own name on a piece of paper and sentenced me to death. (—I'm dead, I said.

—Yes.

—Because I'm a nuisance.

—Because you're a spy.

—Oh, I said. —Fine. Were any of them really spies, Jack?

—You killed plenty of them yourself, he said. —Of course they were.)

But this was New York, not Dublin, and the sky was all around me, new and beautiful, waiting to be packaged. It pressed at me and gently rocked the boards. My boards. Johnny No was Johnny No, a small-talking man with a small-time head. And Jack Dalton was dead. Caught in the middle of reprisal and counter-reprisal, one hundred and three bullets had been taken from his body and for years, while it suited him, the bullet that mattered was claimed by Dinny Archer. Johnny No was no Jack Dalton. Jack would have loved New York. Johnny No didn't even know it was outside his window.

—Bad news comes to town, said Leon.

I followed Leon's eyes, and watched as the man went into Jimmy the Priest's, a badly hidden flophouse further down the street, with four or five of his boys, through a doorway that was much too small for them.

—Louis Lepke, said Leon. —Stay clear of that man, my friend.

—I will, I said.

I took the boards off. Then I leaned over the pimentos and let them wipe me clean.

I lifted myself onto my elbows.

—Say that again.

—It'll cost you, she said.

—Name your price.

—A buck.

—Only if you put your heart into it.

—Done deal, daddio. Lie back and learn.

And Fast Olaf's half-sister lifted herself slowly and hung there over me.

—Day by day—

And slid slowly down.

—in ev-ery way—

Her mouth came down to my ear.

—I am getting better and better—

She was over me again.

—and better and better—

And down.

—and better and better and—

By the time I came she was sitting on a chair beside the bed examining her face in a mirror that threw the sun all around the room. She was fully clothed, all set for the great outdoors.

—Value for the dollar?

—I didn't pay for the ride, I said. —But yeah. You've got ambition.

—I got that, she said, to the mirror. —In spades.

I sat up.

—You believe it, I said. —Don't you? The day-by-day thing.

—Sure I believe it. In ev-ery way.

She got hold of an eyelash; I heard the tiny click of her fingernails as they captured it and pulled.

—It's the thing, she said.

She rubbed her fingertips and I watched the lash glide slowly to the floor.

—Wanna know more?

—Yeah.

—Wanna pay me?

—I'll wait.

—Waiting is dying.

She stood up.

—Be seeing you, daddio.

And she climbed out the window, onto the fire escape. I could still see her in the window long after her heels on the steps had died.

Fast Olaf was on the roof, baking his head in the sun. He was leaning over a bath of his ten-year-old malt, stirring it with what looked like a ladle.

—How's it going, Eddie?

He looked over his shoulder and stood up straight. It was a ladle, and there was a pigeon lying in it, legs up, head back. He walked the few steps to the side of the building, tipped the ladle, and the homer fell with a thump that I was too far up to hear.

I took the boards off my shoulders and put them, like cards, leaning into each other on the tarred roof.

—Grand day, I said.

Fast Olaf shrugged.

We loaded the latest bottles into the muslin pockets.

—Did you take out the feathers this time, Eddie?

Fast Olaf shrugged.

—The big ones, he said. —The fuck you care?

—Fair enough, I said. —I have an announcement. Are you listening?

—Yare.

—I'm going out on my own, I told him.

I made sure every word was heard and understood.

—The boards are mine now.

I pointed at them.

—They're mine now. Do you have a problem with that?

I watched him thinking.

—Someone else's problem, he said. —The fuck, I give a fuck?

—Good, I said. —Business as usual, yeah?

He scanned the sentence as it passed him.

—Yare.

—Fine.

It was a hectic time, dropping off Olaf's ardent spirits, collecting more, forcing the time to cold-call the businesses of the Lower East Side. I needed Olaf's business until I had a squad of men on the streets. I deducted my take – 23 per cent and rising; his half-sister was bleeding the poor fucker dry – and I did it while I ran.

I'd choose my street, I'd examine it door by door, in the blunt half-hour before first thing in the morning, just out of Hettie's bed, an hour after Hettie. She made her noise in the dark. Found the clothes – the stockings, apron. The shoes on the bare boards. The smell of her flour a map of her moves. Her echoes kept me company, prodded me out of the scratcher, into the small part of the day that made it down the airshaft to Hettie's window. It was always dark and the window had to be kept shut against the coal-gas outside, pressing at the glass.

But I was glad to be up, a half-step ahead of the world. I'd walk the street – a street a day – and compose as I went. Compose first, and call later. The cold call. I loved it. I delivered the goods before they were asked for.

—Mister Levine about?

LEVINE'S DRY GOODS –

WITH PRICES LIKE

LEVINE'S

I'd have the words ready, up on the boards in their black and artful glory. I'd walk into the shop – and let them read – take off the boards – and let them read – lean them together – let them read.

YOU'D BE

WET

NOT TO BUY THEM
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The boards were painted on Fast Olaf's roof. One of his clients was a sign painter, or had been before the booze gave his hands the yours-forever shakes. But, with a brown-bag safe in his left fist, he could hold a brush in his right and deliver lines and curls that brought purple tears to his eyes.

—I was the best, said Steady.

—Still are.

—Best in the business.

—Don't doubt you.

—That fuck, Picasso? He'd clean my fucking brushes.

I didn't even have to buy the bottle. Delivery was all he demanded.

—Mister Levine about? I said.

I took off the boards and made them kiss. They stood in front of the counter.

—Mister Levine?

—That's right, I said.

—There are three Mister Levines.

—Are you one of them?

—Nope.

—Well—

—Want to know what my wife was called before she gazed into my eyes here and took the plunge?

—Levine?

—That's right.

—Congratulations.

—She's a baby doll.

—I'm sure she is.

—I'm sure you're right.

—So, I said. —Your name's not Levine. But would you be, more or less, the fourth Mister Levine?

—Well, I guess the other three would have something to say about that.

He pointed at the ceiling.

—It's getting pretty crowded up there. But, between you and me—

The voice didn't drop. If anything, he raised it.

—Yes is the answer to that question. I'm first banana around here.

—Good, I said. —I'm talking to the right man.

—I guess you are, at that. But am I listening to the right man?

—Yes, you are.

He listened, and so did all the other bright guys who ran lower Manhattan's village commerce. They listened, and saw the boards, and more boards, then hoardings and neon, the whole sky lit by the stuff. They saw where I was going, in the dingy rooms and back offices, and they smelt it, the cold bracing air that expelled the dead heat of the day, and they heard it – the booming calls of construction men, the steam shovels, the jack-hammer, the saw, the hook, the till – and they felt it on their fingertips – the money, the cloth, chrome, the skin – and they wanted to come with me.

—Beat it.

Most of them did.

THE SANDWICHES

THAT

BUILT AMERICA

—Mister Sauls?

—Beat it.

I put down the boards and let them kiss. I let him read the words.

—D'you like it? I asked him.

—Yare, I like it.

He stared at the message, his name above and the Beaver Street address below, the whole package standing there waiting for him.

He looked away, and stared at me. And spoke.

—But you wanna know something, Mister Sandwich Board Man? My customers, 90 per cents of them, can't read American. And the other 10 per cents, they can read but they know the truth. That my sandwiches are good sandwiches, and that's it. Good. No more. I don't tell lies. I give them sandwiches that fill them. They eat them because they're hungry. Nothing beside. So take your smart words there and beat it.

He stopped looking at me.
 
—Go on, scram.

But most of them came with me. Those first weeks, I was selling on the run, subletting the space on my boards.
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I walked for the barber in the morning and for Hettie in the evening, in the aching hours when all the other stiffs were done and heading home. But I wasn't a stiff any more, and I was loving it. I was stretching the day to new limits, forcing new seconds into every minute. The sun was following me, on the back of my neck all day. Not burning or hammering at my brain; it was trying to keep up, and failing. I'd feel the coolness of tomorrow's shadow on my neck, and I'd know that I was winning.

And Fast Olaf's half-sister wasn't far behind me.

She sat up on the bed in front of me.

—Watch me. I'm a wow.

And I watched.

She held her nipples.

—See these, daddio?

—I'm broke, I told her.

—No, she said. —I want to show you. A lesson, you know. See them?

She pulled them, let go, pulled them, and let go.

—They're getting bigger, she said.

—That's what usually happens.

—No, look. They're getting bigger.

I watched her as she worked. I could see it in her eyes, in the deep, beautiful spaces where they'd been a minute before. She sat at the far end of the bed, miles from me. I saw her lips. I could trace the words – better and better – while she ran the course of the sentence again and again – in ev-ery way – while the room got darker and her mother in the room beyond the kitchen stopped hammering. The room was night now. The machines below – they never stopped – were a part of the half-sister's chant – in ev-ery way – again and again and again. I sat there for hours and watched.

And, suddenly, she was with me.

—Pow.

She looked at me, and down.

—See?

She crawled over the bed and got up on her knees.

—See?

They were right there in front of me, and she was right: her nipples were bigger. They were longer, the length of a good-sized finger, tip to first knuckle. She held them and stared at me.

—Ev-ery thought entirely filling my mind becomes true and transforms itself into action. As the guy said. Think titties, be titties.

—Who's the guy?

—Me to know.

She held her nipples again.

—I love 'em. Don't you?

—Yep.

—Know why I'm doing it?

—For me.

She laughed. She threw her head back and laughed at the ceiling, and stopped.

—The market wants it, she said. —The flappers are the thing, see. All the girls out there want to be flappers. No tits, no hips. That's what the girls want. But that's not what the boys want, you know. And the boys are the market right now. Always and forever. The boys want tits, tits I can give them. Want to feel them?

—I told you. I'm broke.

—Broke broke, or broke kinda?

—Broke broke.

—Pity, she said. —I like you. But—

—Business is business.

—Too right, daddio. Even on my day off. Long hair too. The girls want it short, the boys like it long. But hair grows anyways, so it don't need imagination. Just time. Which I ain't got, if you're as broke as you say you are.

And she was gone. I heard her on the fire escape – in ev-ery way – and gone.

I needed more backs, more boards on the backs. I needed fine men, walking ads for the ads they carried. Not the sad-faced, unshaven guys who hid inside their boards and hauled them like a punishment through the streets. I was sorry for them – I knew those faces – but they weren't getting on to my payroll. I wanted men who could sell by the spring in their stroll, by the way their hats sat on their heads.

—Bring your cap down to the river, I told the kid. —And throw it in. Then get yourself a good-looking hat.

—Like yours?

—Like mine.

—You pay for it?

—Yeah, I said. —I'll pay for it. Then we can see how you go about paying me back.

—That's a fedora, right.

—That's right.

—What's the colour on it?

I had the right man.

—Get your own colour.

He was already away, picking his hat; I could see it in the way he stared at mine. He was Beep Beep's sister's boy. Seventeen and bursting out of himself. He was tall, a bit shorter than me – I'd always be able to look down at him – and handsome in the way all the Yanks were after a few generations of American food and air.

We were at the corner of the Bowery and Bayard. I was keeping a distance between myself and Johnny No. I hadn't seen or heard from him, or & Son, or anyone else. It was a month since I'd walked off with his boards. A hot month, and this was another hot day. The kid took off his cap.

—This your office? he said.

I liked him, but I wasn't going to like him too much. I didn't need a little brother.

—He's got a mouth on him, Beep Beep had told me. —But there's a noodle there at the back of it. Grace needs the bacon and he'll bring it home to her. He's a good kid.

—So, I said. —Are you with me?

The kid threw his cap onto the roof of a passing Ford delivery truck.

—My head's starting to bake, he said. —A man needs a hat.

I gave him three bucks and a good man's handshake.

—See you here tomorrow, I told him. —Bring your hat and your shoulders.

—Swell.

His name was Joe, and it was the first time he'd sounded like a real kid. The job was his; he could loosen and grin. He wanted to call me something.

—Mister Glick, I said.

I was Henry Glick these days. Glic, clever, cunning, smart. An American name, invented to be remembered, and easily thrown away.

—Mister Glick, he said. —Thanks, Mister Glick.

Hettie stared out over my head.

—Can I help you, missy? she said.

—I am kinda peckish, said a woman behind me.

—I bet, said Hettie.

The woman sat beside me. She was twenty-three or four, but the age was an average. There was a lot of her that was older. The neck was a kid's but the cheeks were spoiled by thin dark streaks where the veins had given up. Her eyes were huge, but badly stained. She was a fine big thing but a year or two off being a slob.

—You're the guy she won't tell me about, she said.

—There's lots of those fellas.

—You're he.

I looked at her broad forehead, slowly from left to right, and down to her mouth. One of her front teeth was missing a tiny chip; it did her no harm. She stayed still for me, but her mouth was getting impatient.

And I spoke to her mouth.

—The skin you love to touch.

—What ya say?

I wandered her face again, not for as long this time.

—The skin, I said. —You love to touch.

She sat up.

—I don't get you, she said. —You talking about me?

—I'm talking about your skin.

—And you want to touch it. I heard you right.

—Not me, I said.

Hettie was putting together another sandwich. I could hear her knife sawing clean to the board.

—Not just me, I said.

She sneered, but there was curiosity clinging to the corners of her mouth.

—You're not the first guy ever gave me the glad eye, buster.

I hadn't expected the moment to be so neat. I put my hand into my pocket and felt for the package. In ev-ery way.

—Touch your face, I said.

—Get lost.

—Go on, I said. —Touch it.

Hettie had turned to watch us.

—Why? said the woman.

—I want you to feel it, I said.

She sneered, and lifted her hand. Her fingers touched her cheek. She seemed surprised when nothing happened.

—So? she said.

—What do you feel?

—Nothing, she said. —Just—

—Just your memory of what you used to feel whenever you felt that cheek. Am I right?

She touched her face again.

—I guess, she said, before she let her fingers drop back to her hip. She sat up, shook herself, sneered at me again.

—Men will always want to look at you, I told her. —You're a beautiful woman.

The sneer warmed, became a question.

—You see yourself in the mirror, in the window there when you came in, and, it's confirmed. Always. You're beautiful. You see it in the eyes of men you pass, who sit beside you and talk to you. You see it now in my eyes. Right bang in front of you.

She waited.

—But you used to feel it.

She didn't know it, but she nodded.

—You used to feel it when you touched your skin. You used to feel it all the time.

She smiled.

—And you know that men felt it too. When men put their fingers to your skin you could see it in their eyes. It wasn't a broad they were feeling up. It was beauty. You could see it in their eyes, their gentleness. Adoration. Everything in life they'd ever wanted. And it was all you ever wanted.

She stared at me as my fingers touched her cheek.

—It'll come back, I told her.

Her eyes grew dark. She blinked.

—It will come back. That touch, that feel. You know they say it; beauty is only skin-deep. You've heard it all your life. They used to say it to you, didn't they? Your girlfriends said it when they saw the guys giving you the eye. Your mother used to say it.

—Not me, said Hettie.

She was Hettie's daughter; I didn't blink, I didn't swerve.

—Other mothers said it, I told them, my eyes stuck to the daughter's. —Other mothers said it. To stop their crying. Beauty's only skin-deep, Daisy. Beauty's only skin-deep, Hazel. But they got it wrong. We know that.

She leaned forward; only my words would catch her.

—Beauty isn't the skin, I said.

And I touched her face.

—It's there, under the skin.

I took my hand away.

—What's your name?

—She's Mildred, said Hettie.

—It's still there, Mildred. Just under the skin.

I took the soap from my pocket and put it on the counter, not too loudly. I wanted it there but not announced.

—The skin becomes a shell, I said. —Life does it. Wind, smoke, the sun. Just a few years' living. Laminosis. The hardening of the skin. Happens to us all, but men get away with it.

They waited for me.

—But the beauty is still there, I said. —Right beneath the skin. Only, you don't feel it any more. The skin gets harder and deeper.

I counted to three.

—But doesn't have to be that way.

I sat up straight, pushed myself away from the counter, and now the soap was sitting there, wrapped in brown paper. I picked it up and handed it to her.

She went to grab, but stopped.

—What is it?

—Soap.

—You saying I need a wash?

—No, I'm not.

I held the soap in front of her. She gazed, and took it.

—Thanks, I said. —What you have in your hand is, essentially, soap. But it's more than that.

—Now there's a surprise, said Hettie.

—Hang on, I said. —It's more, but not much more. Not much, but vitally more. It cleanses, but it also softens, which is beyond all other brands. It softens the skin. It adds nothing. It takes nothing. It simply revitalises what has been dormant. What's already yours.

She looked from the soap, to me. Her eyes fought her mouth for control of her face.

—That feeling you miss so much, Mildred, is right beneath your skin.

I pointed at the small block in her fist.

—And that will give it back to you. Simply wash with that bar, once a day, preferably in the morning. The skin is at its most receptive but, between ourselves, whenever you like is grand. And that feeling will rise through your skin, back to where you know it should be. Right there, at your fingertips. At the world's fingertips.

I let myself rest against the counter again.

—Results in days. Guaranteed.

She eventually spoke.

—I ain't so sure about the world's fingertips.

—It's an option, I said. —You decide.

And, suddenly, her eyes were sharp and mean again.

—How much?

—Dollar, ninety-nine.

—For soap?

—If it was just soap I wouldn't be selling it. Who's going to pay two bucks for a bar of soap?

I made no move to take it back.

—What's it called?

—It has no name. It's not a gimmick. It isn't Lifebuoy or Listerine. It's the real thing. It makes no claims. It simply does what it's supposed to do. It's up to yourself.

She looked at Hettie.

—See me two bucks, Mama, will ya.

—No chance, said Hettie.

—Ah, go on.

—I give, you go?

—Yes, dearest Mama.

Hettie took exactly two dollars from under her apron and put them on the counter.

—So, go.

Mildred put her hand on top of the cash. She looked at me, and lifted the hand. She slid off the stool.

—I'll go when I get my change, she said.

I took the penny – the only one in my pocket – and held it between ray fingers. She took it. Her nails were broken but not destroyed. Now she held the soap.

—This doesn't work, I'm back.

—It'll work, I said. —And you'll be back. It's great stuff but it doesn't last forever.

She stopped out on the street, looked in at us over the price cards, and smiled.

—That is the way, said Hettie.

She looked away.

—That is how to remember her. Smiling.

Then Mildred was gone.

—I'm cruel, you think? said Hettie.

—No, I said. —I don't.

—It hurts too much. It is easier to remember.

She tapped the plate.

—She forgot her sandwich.

I'd forgotten my own. I looked at it now and didn't want it. I wanted to get out on to the streets. I'd just sold a repackaged cake of soap to a hophead with no money. I'd passed my own test; there was no fuckin' stopping me. But I took a bite from the sandwich. I nodded my satisfaction.

—You have more of that soap for me? said Hettie.

—You don't need it, Hettie.

—My money is not good if I want something with it?

I hadn't picked up the two dollars on the counter. I took another brown-papered packet from my pocket – the paper from off one of Olaf's bottles – and I put it beside the money. Then I picked up the money.

—This'll do.

—It will work if I don't pay for it?

—You paid, I told her.

—It will work?

—Yes.

She took a dollar from under her apron and placed it in front of me.

—I don't want it, Hettie, I said, and I stood up to go.

—Take, she said. —Take it. I don't pay, it don't work. I buy expensive soap, don't work if it ain't expensive.

I had to take it. If I didn't, I was robbing her. The skin you love to touch. It was the words I'd sold them. I was never going to be the man who sold soap. The words, not the product – the story, the spell. And sex appeal too, the Big It. The present tense, and happy ending. The skin, uncovered and waiting; the intimacy and hugeness of you; the thrill of touch, the held hand, the sin, excitement; and love in the middle, fat with sugar and immortality. The skin you love to touch. It was the words, and the clear, honest eyes of the man who'd spoken to them, and terrified and rescued them.

I'd been looking at the words all day and night since I'd landed on Manhattan. Pleasure Ahead. In crackling neon and paint. I Found the Way to Happiness. On every wall, in every window. In the air, in the pools of water on early-morning streets. Keep That Schoolgirl Complexion. In stagnant puddles that the sun never got to. They were everywhere. Blinking on and off ceilings all night, following me all day. Critical Eyes Are Sizing You Up. I knew what they were doing – Right Now – the men who'd come up with the slogans. Let me carry your Cross for Ireland, Lord. I knew how to unsettle and soothe with words. I knew how to bully and push. Shun all policemen and spies! And inspire, provoke and terrify. I was still only twenty-two, but I'd been inspiring and provoking with words and more than words long before most of the New York ad men knew what they were for. It was soap now instead of freedom, cash they were after instead of votes and safe houses, but it was the same thing, the same approach and tactics. Sell the words, sell the goods and the life. Sell the need, and the salvation. Smile with the consumer, suffer with her. Little Dry Sobs through the Bedroom Door. Terrify the man – Dandruff! – then save him – End Dandruff. Create the hole, then offer to fill it. Let me carry your Cross for Ireland, Lord. I am your best friend. Blow Some My Way.

I was late arriving. I wouldn't be joining the club – the ad men and consumption engineers, the princes of ballyhoo. And I didn't care. This was the land of the itch. The ad men and their clients had it salved and numbed, ready for slicing. They were hacking away goodo, and had been for years. America was huge – mass – and it was shrinking – market. But there'd always be more. The ad men had the walls and airwaves, the water and the air. I had the sandwich boards. They were after the woman with the dollar. I'd go after the woman with less. They had the land behind the doorbell. I had the streets, the alleys and tenements, the land behind the doors with no bell. I had everywhere else.

* * *

His face was already in mine; his breath drenched me.

—You got something that's mine.

—Mister Vaux, I said.

—That's a funny thing, he said.

The grip on my arm was solid. The yellow eyes held mine and wouldn't let go; there was no talking to them.

—Funny, he said. —You remember my name but I don't remember fucking yours.

The cigar was lit but the smoke didn't get in our way.

—What's else, he said. —I don't even want to know your fucking name. What I do want is this.

He slapped the front board with his left hand, and held me up with his right. The crowds parted, flowed past us. I'd been lazy; I'd underestimated Johnny No. He'd kill me now, here – the corner of 7th and Avenue A – safely away, I'd thought, from Fulton Street. He was in complete control. He wasn't angry and he wasn't going to waste time.

I decided.

—D'you want it back?

That surprised him, a bit. I could see it now; he was used to men apologising.

—Yare.

—Fair enough. If you let go of—

He slapped me. He let go of my arm and whacked me hard. My fedora went to the ground but I didn't follow it. I was held by someone behind me.

He slapped me again.

—I don't think I'm going to do that, he said. —Let people see me, people I do business with. Carrying my own boards. Important people. I think not, pally. You're a smart guy. You got the message already. Am I right?

—You're right.

—I guessed, he said. —I'm going this way, you're going that way. The boards will be at my place of business when I get back. And I'll never see you again.

And he slapped me again, two hands – the world was dots and heat.

—I don't see you again, he said. —You hearing that?

—Yes, Mister Vaux.

—Forget my name, he said. —You don't need it no more.

I could hear him moving away before I could see him clearly, or the guy who'd been holding me up. I wasn't sure I was standing.

I felt his breath again, and his morning eggs.

—I know what you been doing, he said. —That sound like a warning?

—Yeah.

—Yare, he said. —You got that one fucking right. What's my name?

—I can't remember.

—You keep on can't remembering and you will live a whole lot fucking longer. See this?

He was standing in front of my hat.

—I'm not going to stand on your fucking hat. I want to. It's a good hat, I'm jealous. You don't fucking deserve it. But. I'm not going to. Because, you go on a long journey, you need a good hat. We will not meet again. Be fucking missing. That sound like another warning to you?

He was gone before I gave him his answer. & Son was waiting for him at the corner. They were gone. I picked up my hat and turned towards Fulton Street.

I left the boards outside his office. The door was locked. J. W. Vaux. Nothing else. I tore off the sheets of paper, front –
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—I don't get it, he'd said.

—It's the play on the name, I told him. —Stern.

—What, I'm stupid? he said. —You think I'm serious because I have the name to match?

—No.

I was learning fast. Never disagree with the client.

—It is a clever slogan but, I told him. —It'll draw the custom.

—It's an insult to my family, is what it is, he said. —It's an insult to my father. And my mother. It's an insult to me. It's my store. Who's here first thing every morning to open up? You?

—Mister Stern, I said. —I'm sorry.

—Yare, well.

—We'll change it.

—Yare. I should be in it. I'm the store.

—Yes, I said. —How about this? Give yourself a cigar.

—What, give? I don't want to give. I want them to buy.

—Buy yourself a cigar.

—Not bad. What about me?

—Mister Stern has them all.

—You got that right.

—Or, Danny Stern has them all. It's less formal.

—This a party we're selling or cigars?

—Mister Stern has them all.

—You got that right. You name them, they're here. They ain't here, they don't exist.

—That's great, that. We could use that.

—What? You want to walk around with my conversation on your back?

I left the boards against Johnny No's door and went back down to the street.

—What about that Louise? said a man I hadn't seen in weeks.

—You fuck her good.

—She'll be thanking old Leon in the morning.

I pointed at Johnny No's building.

—If he asks, tell him you saw me bringing the boards up.

—He won't ask.

—D'you ever see him with other people?

—Nope, said Leon. —But that don't mean they ain't there.

I pushed my fedora away from my eyes.

—They're always there, certain guys, said Leon. – You don't have to see them, is all.

I knew what he meant. I was back in Dublin.

I could still feel No's fingers on my arms, his slaps on my face. I could have decked the cunt with half a thump, I could have creased him. But it wasn't how I wanted it to be.

I'd given him his boards, done what he'd told me to do. No big sacrifice; I had boards of my own now. I had Beep Beep's Joe and two other kids wandering for me. So, were we all square? He'd told me to make sure we never met again. Would that be enough? My guess was, Yes.

My hunch was, No.

But I wasn't leaving. I'd only arrived.

I opened my eyes.

And there she was.

The air was thick and well-fed. The day outside was winding down; the once-sharp horns and shouts were soaked in sweat. And the vicious band of light on the floor beside me would soon slice its way up the wall and go.

I'd been asleep for hours. I'd no memory of lying back.

She was sitting on the side of the bed. And she was looking at the photograph. She knew I was looking at her. The picture was in one hand, my wallet in the other. She was caught, but that wasn't how she saw it. Her eyes made no budge from the frayed and fading picture of my wedding day.

But she spoke.

—The dress is a wow.

—It was a great day.

The 12th of September, 1919. A gunman on the run married a ruined schoolteacher. A happy man and happy woman, both made shy by the sun thumping into their faces. The two of them sitting on a bench in front of the whitewashed wall of the bride's mother's house.

—How long ago?

—Five years.

—You lived some since then, daddio.

I didn't answer.

—Like the tommy, said Fast Olaf's half-sister; she was talking about the Thompson sub-machine-gun on the groom's lap.

—No wedding should be without one, I say.

She put a finger on the photograph.

—She the one gave you the marks on your forehead?

—I'm still your teacher, Henry Smart.

I didn't answer.

—What's her name?

—I don't know.

Now she looked at me, and she held it up.

—This the real thing? she said.

—Yes.

—You got yourself hitched.

—Yeah.

—That's the wife?

—Yeah.

—And you don't know her name?

—No.

—That the thing, where you come from? Not knowing the name.

—No, I said. —I don't think so.

—You forget it?

—I never knew it.

I sat up.

—I don't know yours either.

—We ain't married, daddy. She dead?

—No, I said. —Not as far as I know. Give it to me.

—Who's the fat sport?

—I know his name, I said. —Ivan.

He stood behind me, one hand covering his holster, the other feeling his cousin, the bridesmaid. Ivan the Terrible – Ireland's an island, Captain, a dollop of muck – probably Ivan Reynolds T.D. by now.

—Give it to me, I said.

—Please.

—Please.

She dropped it to the bed. It took its time. The air, full of the day it had been feeding on, held the photo before it slid onto the blanket.

—So, how come?

—What?

—You here, she wherever.

—It's complicated, I said. —The wallet as well, please.

—Nothing in it, daddio.

—I knew that before I came here. But that's not the point.

—What is the point?

—Willing to pay for it?

—No.

—Then.

She looked out the window for a while. She never had to squint.

Then she spoke.

—Miss her?

—Yes.

The wallet was the point, not the contents. I was a man with a wallet. The fact that it was empty didn't matter. (My money, when I had any, was in a calfskin belt that hugged my waist and added no seen weight or bulge. And when I lay back on the half-sister's mattress, the belt was under Hettie's.) The client saw me take out the leather billfold, saw me throw it open, saw me handle his money, casually, respectfully, and saw me slide it between the layers of soft leather without counting it first. He saw a man who was familiar with money, who made plenty but wasn't excited or corrupted by it. An intelligent, handsome man who was looking after business, his own and his client's, a calm man with quiet flair, and a man they could trust.

And what they saw was what they got. I could be trusted. I was doing it by the book. Their book. They paid; I delivered. Few of the clients tried to deny that there were more customers falling through their doors since my squad of good-shouldered boys had started parading the streets that clung to their own street.

I closed my wallet – always thin, never a dollar sticking out a grubby tongue – and I smiled at the fourth Mister Levine. He smiled back and answered my question.

—Yes, he said. —I'd say I'm happy.

He lifted his eyes very slightly, showing me the ceiling.

—We're all happy. We're busy and that's the way we like it here. There was a stretch there, Saturday, when all the Mister Levines and their wives and my own baby doll had to man the floor, there were that many customers suddenly needing good fabric for the coming winter.

He wiped his brow. It was another hot one.

—Normally they don't turn their minds to cotton until the first morning they wake up cold. So, yes, Mister Glick. We're all happy here at Levine's.

He smiled again.

—And, he said. —I have another reason to be happy.

The smile became a grin.

—There's another little Levine on the way. Although, of course, his name won't be Levine.

—Congratulations, I said.

—Thank you, Mister Glick.

—Levine and Nephew, I said. —It has a ring to it.

—It does, at that.

The wallet was one thing. And the shoulders were another. Honesty and shoulders. My boards told no lies and the shoulders that held them were broad and day-long straight. They were shoulders for carrying commandments, for humping the world – reliable, upright, dust- and dandruff-free. I had six young lads on my books now, all good, strapping kids, two of them older than me. All of them bright and on the go. My boys were several cuts above the rest. They carried the boards like well-cut suits of armour.

And the market approved. Even Mister Stern admitted that he'd noticed.

—Women, he said. —All kinds of women. Dames, janes, women kind of women. Cuties. All kinds.

—And they're buying cigars?

—Some of them.

—Are they smoking them?

—What you think? I follow them?

The women didn't smoke the cigars; very few of them did. But they admired the bearing of the boys who carried Stern's poetry and address. They stopped and watched and sometimes even followed – I'd seen them do it – and hoped that a Stern cigar would work any sort of magic on their own men – husbands, fiancés, strangers. The fact that the boys between the boards weren't smoking didn't matter. The message was in the shoulders. The women gave the men these unexpected gifts and watched them as they smoked, and they imagined they saw happy results – better men walked out of the smoke. Women carried a Stern cigar in their pocketbooks and bags, or hidden beneath silk or sacking, around their necks or strapped to their waists, behind their ears or as fat hairpins. At night, they lit them at open windows and waved their incense across airshafts to men who sat alone at tables. Or they went out to dark, dry halls at strange hours of the morning and blew the magic smoke under locked apartment doors.

And Stern thought it was all about tobacco.

—I sell good cigars, is all.

But he paid me every Friday.

And it wasn't just cigars. Happy families were wrapped in Levine's cloth, Hettie's clients were fuller, Palumbo's ice stayed solid through the dog days.

It was the shoulders that did it. The mouth and nose were at the front, no good to eyes following the boards. A good back was just that, a back. But shoulders were front and back; they advertised the man from every angle. And my boys wore well-dressed shoulders, because women were the market. Even the dykes preferred boys with shoulders to girls with none. Men's clothes, automobiles, office furniture, cigars – women were still the market. I knew it, and the big shots on Madison Avenue knew it. For the Modern American Girl. The only surprise – and it did surprise me – was that the women didn't know. And neither did most of the clients. But I knew. And the ad men knew. They sold their dreams to women. They frightened – Domestic Hands! – then flattered them – You modern mothers have set your babies free! They gave the women the words and pictures, on every corner and page. But I went further: I gave them the words made flesh.

She was drifting in front of my face again.

—Every one of our thoughts becomes a reality.

She opened her eyes.

—Say it.

I repeated the words, exactly as she wanted them.

—You got a way with other people's words. The trick is—. Listening or looking?

—Listening.

—You can look too, daddio. The trick is to say the words often enough, and you'll start to believe them. Believe me?

—Yeah.

—No. You don't. Every one of our thoughts becomes a reality. Believe me yet? Cross your heart?

—No.

The blanket slid off her shoulders. She pointed at my lap.

—Look, she said. —My thought is becoming reality right in front of my eyes. But that's an easy one, I guess.

I kissed her shoulder.

—See those orange wrappers beside the pot? she said.

I turned my head and looked at the chamber pot, to the left of the window.

—Yeah, I said.

—Know why they're there?

Her breath was scalding my ear.

—I wipe my ass with them. Say it.

—Every one of our thoughts becomes a reality.

—Fast learning, daddio. It's saying the thing, all the time. Not just remembering. Here's another. Listening?

—Yeah.

—Sure?

—Yes.

—Goodie. We are what we make ourselves and not what circumstances make us. You believe that, daddio?

—Yeah.

—So, say it.

—We are what we make ourselves and not what circumstances make us.

—And ain't you the living proof? What circumstances we got here, daddio? Me, you, the bed. We're not going to let these circumstances bully us into doing something we don't want to do. Are we?

—No.

—No. Because we are what we make ourselves. Ain't that the case?

—Yes.

—Yes. I shouldn't say ain't. It's not the thing. But guys like the way I say it. Now, where was I? Oh, yare. Circumstances. Got any circumstances in your wallet today, daddy?

—No.

—Now ain't that a wad of lettuce. A dollar or two could've tipped the scale. So, back to school, I guess. Because there's the thing, you know. I can make me what I am. And you can make you what you are. But, sometimes – most times actually, not together. And not now. For me to make myself me, I need some of your circumstances. And for you to make yourself you, you need me to flip over. And that just ain't what I am right now.

A finger touched my nose.

—This stuff has a name, she said. —Want to know it?

—Yeah.

—Autosuggestion.

She leaned at me a tiny bit more and spoke straight at my left eye. All I could see was a mouth, and wet teeth.

—Autosuggestion. Sounds good, don't you think?

—Yeah.

—Yes. Want to know what it means?

—Yes, please.

—Polite. I'm going to tell you. Listening?

—Yeah.

—Implanting an idea in oneself by oneself. It's the up-to-date thing. We all know how to do it. Don't we?

—Yeah.

—Yes, we do. We have will and we have imagination. In there, daddio.

And a finger touched my temple. A cool, wonderful finger. It stayed as a cold point on my skin after she'd stopped touching me.

—And the thing is. Most people think the will's the thing. Strength, domination. Control. All that guy bullsh. Don't get me wrong. I like it, you know. Us dolls could do with more of it. But. Here's the thing. The will ain't the thing. The will is not the thing. Want to know what is the thing?

—The other one.

—What is that?

—Imagination.

—Pow. It's masturbation, daddio. Like that word?

—Not really.

—Me neither. Don't do much for me. The word. But that's what it is. You masturbate, you use your will when you do it? Got an answer for me?

—No.

—Right. Imagination's the thing. Close your eyes, daddio.

I did. I felt her breath melting my ear,

—Your eyes are shut and you ain't even touching me. But your imagination is fucking my brains out. Want to know what my imagination is doing?

—Yeah.

—Ain't telling.

And her finger was on my temple again.

—The madman at home, she said. —That's all the imagination is. Mad doll in my case. Bet her tits are even better than mine, too. That's a thought, ain't it?

—Yes.

—Yes. I think so. You've just got to make that mad guy do what you want him to do. Piece of cake. You're up to it already.

—Can I open my eyes?

—Nopie. The next bit. Listening?

—Yes.

—Your imagination gives you your hard-on. What else you need to deliver the goods?

—You?

—Ah ah. You a right-handed daddio?

—Yeah.

—That's all you need. You just grab that thing and pump him, and not too often, I guess. You're cooking. But it's the handwork's the thing. Repetition. That's the key. Saying it, again and again. Up and down. Every day, in ever-y way, I am getting, better, and better. Until you don't have to believe it any more.

I heard a creak. She was getting off the bed.

—Lesson over.

I opened my eyes. It was night, and cold.

—So, she said. —Remember the deal, daddio.

—I'll remember.

—You better, she said. —One good turn. That one there was good, I guess.

—I was disappointed with the ending.

—How come? she said. —Expect it to end in a fuck?

—That would've been nice.

— Oh, come on, daddio. You know me better than that. You wanted education, and you got it. In spades. Better than the book. You want me, it's a different proposition. You knew that. I know you did. I prey on weakness. You know that. I'm being straight with you. Always.

She was dressed now, at the open window.

—Look at me, daddio.

I looked across, through the few feet of darkness, to her outline, in front of the echoes of light that popped and died in the night behind her.

—See much?

—No.

—Remember what I looked like a while ago?
 
—Yes.

—Make the most of it.

I heard her heels on the fire escape. She spoke again.

—It's a land of gold, daddio. Only, the gold ain't in the streets. It's in your head. Believe that?

—Yes.

—Well, so do I. You owe me.

I called after her.

—What's your name?

—You'll know when you see it in lights, daddio.

She was gone.

And so was I.

I didn't want a desk or the walls and door that would map me and make me easily found, by Johnny No or & Son, or names from further back, names that could translate Glick to glic, to clever, to Smart. I'd live without the sign on the door. I'd wait. My office was the street, whatever street I was on. Beep Beep's Joe had my boards now. He was the best of my bunch. And he watched it all – writing the copy, roping the mark, judging the shoulders of the young lads wanting work. Soon, he'd come up and announce that he was going out on his own. He'd plunge right in. He'd even take some of my clients with him.

And Joe was suddenly in front of me, boardless, out of breath; this was on the hot edge of a new morning. Joe tried to speak but there was an El passing over us. We waited as shadow and light fought around our heads, and then I could listen. He looked scared, excited, already on top of it.

—Hooper's been hit, Mister Glick.

Hooper was one of my new kids. Yezierski was his real name; he was Hooper because he was tall and won basketball games all by himself.

—Hit? I said, the retired hitman. —Where?

—Baxter and Bayard.

I ran the wrong way,

I ran towards Baxter and Bayard, as cleanly as the crowds and barrows would let me. There was a sudden ache in my chest, yelling at me to turn and walk away and further away, and keep walking. But I ran. I got out to the centre of the street and ran against the traffic. Horns honked, horses sneered – my blue heaven – an organ-grinder's monkey laughed as I passed him and the organ. But I pumped air to my legs and raced, full-steam, into a war.

But Hooper hadn't been hit. He stood against a lamppost and held his right shoulder. His hat was beside him on the ground. He was paler than his usual pale. He was in pain but still between the boards, working.
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—What happened?

—Got jumped, Mister Glick, said Hooper.

He was fine.

—How many? I asked.

—Five, six.

—Did you know them?

—No, Mister Glick. They was just a gang, is all.

—Jewish, Italians, anything? Irish?

—They didn't say nothing, Mister Glick. They didn't look like nothing. Just kids. But they wasn't Jewish, I don't think. They didn't have no books with them. I think it's broke.

He took his hand from his shoulder. I could see the lump; his collarbone had been smashed.

—They had a baseball bat, he said.

—Did they frisk you?

—No, Mister Glick. Whacked me hard, is all.

—And they didn't say anything? Warn you or anything?

He looked at Joe before he spoke.

—No, Mister Glick.

But I didn't see it.

—No, Mister Glick.

Until months later.

—They didn't say nothing, not evens to each other. Just whacked me on the shoulders, is all. A couple of times, then some more. Then they beat it.

He shuddered.

—They couldn't reach your head, I said.

He tried to smile.

—They was a pot of shrimps, at that.

—Good man, I said. —We'll get you fixed up.

—Thanks, Mister Glick.

—No problem.

I picked up his hat and beat the dust off it. I put it back on his head.

—Don't worry about anything, I said. —Look after Hooper, Joe.

I left Joe to deal with Hooper, to get him to a doctor, the hospital, to slip him a folding bonus and another for his mammy. That gave me time to think, as I ran; it was something I was good at. And I could watch out for eyes watching me – something else I was good at, although that extra New York level, the roofs, made it a harder job of work. I ran on the melting street – the asphalt tried to grab me. But it wasn't the asphalt. There was old water under me; I could feel its pull for the first time since I'd left Dublin.

I stopped; I had to.

I could feel the water, but it was different here. It wasn't flowing, rushing, the water of escape. I was on top of still water. Stagnant, ancient, evil. I could feel it, warm, oily, creeping to my feet. I tried to move. The shouts and screams of the city's throats and engines drowned the cries of the dead that were held by that water below. I suddenly knew that they were there. There were no black faces walking past me, and none driving the trucks and automobiles that fought for passage between the barrows – I'd never noticed the absence – but they were below me, and not far below, their bloody, soil-blacked fingernails inches from my feet, hanged men, mutilated rebel slaves, trapped forever in water that went nowhere. And more dead men below them, red men, screaming to be heard, screaming their defeat and rage.

I pulled my feet away. I stood on fingers that were finally cracking the surface. I ran. I ran a path through the traffic and dust. I was on dry land again, nowhere but the present.

It was fine.

I already had to look behind my back, to the sides and in the air. And now the ground was after me. The place was older than Dublin.

But it was fine. I was running on new streets. My legs were still a young fella's. I'd only stopped for a second, a breather. I was running and looking again.

Hooper had been jumped. By kids, the same kind as himself. But they hadn't taken or demanded anything. I'd been a kid once and I'd hopped on other kids, but always for money, food, anything to sell. It was no different here. Hunger was hunger. Fear was fear. These kids were fighting for their place on the couple of streets that were the world; growing up, grabbing the chance, shoving up to the big guys, the Yiddish Gomorra or the Italian gangs, or the Polish or the Irish, terrified behind the strut, praying behind their sneers. Street kids measured everything. A kid here could earn a buck for poisoning a horse or a nickel for sharpening hairpins, to be stuck into the scabs who kept their mothers and sisters out of the sweatshops. They could steal anything – a pickle, a shirt, a Buick – and find a taker while they were still running. They could make serious bucks by waiting for dark and making Jewish lightning or Italian or Irish or German lightning – setting fire to the stores, stables, news-stands of those who thought they didn't need protection. There was a kid on this street, and the next one and the next, for every job.

So, was Hooper's broken collarbone a message back to me? From Johnny No? From someone else, other men I hadn't met? Or others that I'd met before? I'd never held a baseball bat – I hadn't seen the game being played – but I knew that a well-aimed swing could kill. I'd known the weight of my father's wooden leg. Fast Olaf patrolled his roofs with a baseball bat under his arm. I'd seen him send a pigeon clean across Orchard Street, seen it sail right past the visiting nurse's head as she took a shortcut across the roofs. They could have killed Hooper.

So, why?

I searched the sidewalks, and the ledges above; I looked on the stoops, in the doorways that I passed. No one staring back, or deliberately not looking. I swerved back onto the sidewalk, so I could work the hinge, look behind without too much of the twist that would have given it away. No one coming after me, halting suddenly, turning away.

Maybe Hooper had known them. It wasn't unlikely. Tall, good-looking, successful – he was memorable. And these were his streets. That was the thing of it: the streets were divided and subdivided, conquered and lost, reclaimed by grown mobs and kids and their sons and grandfathers, a constant multi-floored battle that went on forever; it was impossible to map or explain. The baseball bat was something between those kids and Hooper. It had been brewing when I was cycling across Ireland, when Hooper's parents were walking across Europe. It had nothing to do with me.

But I didn't believe that. I was sure of only one thing as I ran back past the organ-grinder's monkey: that bat had been aimed at me. I glanced around me: nothing. But the dead water was with me all the way.

I ran all day. But I wasn't on the lam. Fuck Johnny No or whoever's stool pigeon was glaring at my back; I wasn't running away. I ran past the store pullers, the thick men in derbys who patrolled the sidewalk.

—Guten suits today.

—Not interested today.

—Come on, pal. There's a sheeny suit inside, waiting for you.

—I'm a busy man.

—Get ya coming back, schmuck.

I brought my clients the business but I had to bring them excitement too, the possibilities that came with the willingness to spend, to invest in themselves and me. There were sixteen dry-goods stores on a stretch of Orchard Street that took me three minutes to gallop. I had boys already toting boards for five, and I was putting the convincers on another four. These were village men; I was dragging them out of their territories. I had to deliver a little fever with their bigger profits.

I ran up the dark, airless stairs, all colours smothered by decades of coal smoke. Past the buzzing sweatshop, sawing away the hours and days of the women locked inside. I could feel the machines in my feet as I broke through the wall of lint, up. Up, past Fast Olaf's home, and his half-sister's. I listened for sound from inside – I listened as I climbed – but I heard nothing that was definitely hers, just the noises that belonged to every tenement everywhere. A song, a cough, dying, laughter. Every day, in ev-ery way. I sang it as I rose – better and better and better.

Mildred had come back for more soap, her eyes clear of hard life, her sneer a loose, uncertain thing.

—Got any more of that soap?

I had a cake of the stuff, waiting in my pocket.

—I got the cush here, she said.

And she opened her hand like a kid who'd been clutching a treasure. There were two dollars there on her palm, folded over again and again, to the shape of a very small box. She smiled, but she was worried.

I put my hand to my pocket and kept it there for exactly one New York second. She stared at the pocket.

—Need a job? I said.

And she nodded.

Up the stairs, climbing away from the sewing machines. Past the room where Bummy Mandelbaum was making lead dimes and quarters. There were sacks of potatoes on the landing outside. Bummy put each brand new coin between two halves of a spud; in a day or two, the dime was shining and nothing like lead. He restitched the sacks and sold the spuds to the neighbourhood eateries. Bummy was slowly poisoning the population of the Lower East Side, and everyone knew and admired him for it. They even paid for their lead-spiced meals with quarters they knew came fresh from Bummy's tiny hands.

Up, past Bummy's. One last flight, through the hottest, deadest part of the house. To my favourite part of my new city, the floor with no ceiling, the roof. The roof of Manhattan. Where everything belonged to those who wanted it.

Mildred held the package in her hand. She fought the urge to dash – she had the goods. I saw the fight, admired the strength that kept her planted.

—What kinda job?

—Sales.

—Me?

—You.

—Gee whiz, she said, and blushed, angry at her readiness to be the sucker.

She looked at the soap in her hand.

—How much?

—Twenty a week, and commission.

She liked the word.

—Commission, she said. —That's a cut, right?

—Right.

The red word on the board had been Steady's idea.

He took the paint from a hole in his coat, a little tin with a red lid. His right hand did a crazy dance on its way to prise off the lid. I watched the sweat forming on his temples. Two black-painted fingernails tried to shift the lid.

—Been years, he said.

He grunted. The lid lifted and hung to the side on a thread of dry paint. We looked in.

—Enough, said Steady. —Got my milk?

He put the tin on the ground. And I handed him Fast Olaf's brown-bag. He pulled out the cork with no big effort and threw it onto the air over Orchard Street. He put the bag to his mouth and pulled back his head. He took the bottle from his mouth, put it down, then picked up the tin. His hand was calm now, fit for shaving and surgery. He dipped his brush, and painted the word, without stencil or pencilled outline, just like that, in wild, wild red. The O was done in one clean sprint. The N was quicker, perfectly judged. He sang, very quietly – My country 'tis of thee – the L was alive and gorgeous, done while I still gazed at the N – Land of grape juice and tea. And the Y made me laugh, done in two cocky strokes.

He put the tin back on the ground and picked up another brush. It went into the black can, a big graceless giant beside the red.

I had to say something.

—Is that all?

—Trust me, he said, and painted the last word.

YOU

He threw the brush to the ground and picked up the brown-bag.
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Around us, the homers were suddenly restless. Fast Olaf was approaching. Under washing lines, over the low wall that divided this property from the one next door. He didn't look at us. He unlatched a wire-mesh gate and, and telling himself to bend his head – I saw his lips move – he went into the coop.

Steady took the bottle from his mouth.

—That the kid makes this stuff?

—That's him.

—He's a fucking genius.

He looked at me, then nodded at the board.

—I know what you're thinking. You want more. You want to run off and buy more red, and more shades of it.

It was more than he'd ever said before.

—A mistake, he said. —It's perfect there. Fucking perfect. It draws the eye. Demands attention. It makes no sense. Only. The fuck is that about? You read it all. Ah. Pulling power. More of the red, yeah nice, but less power.

—What about other colours?

He was looking at Fast Olaf as he stirred the bath of liquor with his baseball bat.

—Nope.

He waved at the board; he seemed to be dismissing it – he wanted to fling it off the roof.

—Not for this medium, he said. —Posters now, that'd be different. Or magazines. But there's no room for swank on these things. Resist the temptation.

He leaned out and touched the red, and looked at his fingertip.

—Ready for business, he said.

He looked at his finger shaking, tapping away at nothing.

—Just thought I'd try it, he said. —The good old red.

He looked away from his hand, let it drop to his side. —Got thinking, he said. —Surprised me. Haven't thought in years.

Again, he gazed at Olaf. He seemed to have forgotten that I was there. Then –

—Colour, he said. —It's the sex appeal of the advertising business. And know how I know?

—How?

—I told them, the fucks.

—I thought you were a sign painter.

—Didn't tell you what signs. The sex appeal of the business. Don't remember what sex fucking is. But red there.

He nodded at the board.

—That's sex. Even I see that.

He took up the brown-bag and pulled back his head.

—Do you actually need that stuff? I asked.

He stopped the bag's journey but didn't straighten up.

—Don't get sentimental on me, he said.

I was on my way up, to Fast Olaf's roof, to meet Steady again, to admire his latest magic. Out, through a gap made for smaller men than me. Out into the sun, to the roof and the glare and heat that always washed me, a barber's towel that soaked the pain from my face and shoulders. The chimneys cut the world into sharp, expensive tiles. A man's hat, a pigeon's wing, a drifting sheet, their shadows were black, more solid than the real things that shimmered in the sun. A world waiting to be made and remade.

—Marketing consultant, I told Mildred. —How's that sound?

We were in the back of Beep Beep's taxi.

—Sounds good to me, he said over his shoulder.

—I wasn't talking to you, I said.

—When you want my opinion, you'll ask for it.

—That's it.

—You're the bird that's paying.

—That's right.

I spoke to her again.

—Happy with that, Mildred? Marketing consultant.

—I'll say, she said. —You sure got the words. Consultant. Never been one of them before.

The title pleased her. She was doing a great job and enjoying it. She shrugged.

—It's a bit like acting, I guess.

—Have you acted before?

—All my life, she said.

Mildred was the excitement. Colour was the sex appeal of the advertising business. Steady had told me that. The red on the board, and the shoulders that carried it. That was what sent women off buying drapes and cigars they hadn't known they needed. But the clients, the winchells who forked out for the business, they needed the pull of sex too; they needed to feel the slow, caressing possibility of it. And it wasn't red or shoulders with these guys; it was sex itself – the safe promise of sex. A woman was what those guys needed – they were all men – what they needed in front of their eyes. Dressed in red, sure, shoulders on her, fine – but a real live woman. No symbols, no parts, but the fact right there in front of them, safe on the other side of the counter.

And that was where Mildred came in. Other women bought and went. But Mildred lingered and usually didn't buy.

—You Mister Stern?

—Yare.

—Love the sandwich board.

—Yare? So?

—Made me just want to come on in and buy all the cigars in your store.

The lines were mine; the delivery was out-and-out Mildred.

—Then just stay there a while, I told her. —Let him look at you. Let him want to touch that skin you're after finding.

—That what a consultant does?

—Yeah.

—Then I'll do it.

—And don't complicate things, I told her. —Don't actually take it anywhere, if you know what I mean. Just linger a bit. Look a bit overwhelmed and giddy, and go.

—Listen, buster, said Mildred. —Talk to me like that again and you can find yourself a new consultant. I know what you want me to do. And I'll do it. Overwhelmed, giddy, I'll give them to you. And I know why. And I know something else, big words. What you want me to do don't make me a consultant.

She slapped my leg.

—Call me a consultant, fine. But you ain't looking at a numskull here.

The soap had released more than her skin. Mildred was making up for lost time, and she was running right beside me.

—Words, words, words. You need more than that, even if one or two of them is red.

She wrote $5 on a piece of paper, then ran a quick / through it. Under that, she wrote $4.

—That'll do the trick, she said. —Add a buck to the price, then change your mind. Sex and a whole dollar back. Beats sex.

Most of the boards now featured red slashes across old black prices. The storekeepers giggled at the happy lie. Except the few.

—What? said Mister Stern. —I don't know what a cigar costs? I'm an idiot?

And that was why Mildred was in the taxi with me. And why Fast Olaf's half-sister had joined the list of my handsome employees.

—Oh, this and that, the half-one said when I'd asked her what she did for her money. —Sometimes, a hat-check girl. Sometimes, checking other stuff and things.

—How much does a hat-check girl make?

—Depends on the hat, daddio.

—Want to make a double sawbuck and commission?

—Commish? she said. —Some of the famous 10 per cent.

—More like five, and the nights will still be your own.

—Lead me to it.

So, while me and Mildred travelled in Beep Beep's cab, Fast Olaf's half-sister was bellying up to Levine's counter and the other Front Street counters, looking like money very well spent to the tired men on the working side.

—Just stay there a—

—Yare yare, the half-sister interrupted. —Show them the blow-job mouth, then turn and walk away. Second nature to me, daddio.

She was fuckin' dangerous.

Mildred looked out at the streets, the walls, windows. We were heading uptown, under the Second Avenue El. Up to the numbered streets, the streets too young and wobbly for names. Through the passage of white light and dark, cut by the El's tracks and girders.

Two more of my boys had been hopped on, their shoulders smashed by baseball bats. The streets of the Lower East Side were dragging at my blood. It was old water under there and I didn't want to find it.

But I wasn't running away. And I wasn't giving up on the streets I'd conquered in the summer months. I was expanding; that was what I was doing. I wanted America, not just a few village streets on a tiny island tucked into its east coast. It was too easy to be fooled by the numbers, the seven hundred souls on every acre, the clatter and screeching, the constant growth. It was all villages, shtetls, crossroads, parish pumps.

Hettie never strayed beyond her street.

—What's to see? she said. —More faces from home.

She went to the door. It was creeping up to midnight. She looked out over the menu cards. She lifted her left arm and pointed a finger.

—Walk this way, Poland.

She dropped her arm; the flour she'd left continued to point, until it scattered when she raised her right arm.

—This way, Mother Russia.

She turned.

—I stay at home. Where I've always been.

She walked towards me.

—It takes me thirty years to know this. I never left home.

She kissed me.

—And now it is the way I like. How is my Mildred?

Mildred took one side and I took the other.

—What're we looking for, big words?

—Possibilities, I said.

—Oh yare? What they look like?

But she knew.

Hettie was wrong. It was a new world, and newer the further uptown we went. Taller, wider, sparkling. I looked out, I leaned into the real Manhattan. Beep Beep got us out from under the El, and the sky was up there, corralled by sheer walls. He took us on to Broadway. The crowds were here, the pushcart pedlars – pretzels, cookies, roasted chickpeas – the open-mouthed visitors, the pickpockets, phonies and fakers, the cops and robbers, the pitchmen and barkers outside the burlesques and flea circuses, bargain stores and dance halls.

—This way for a good time, folks!

All pushing and roaring for their share of attention and profit. And all changing as I looked; there was room here for ambitious elbows. I could hear the hiss of neon and accents that were American and nothing else, hiding no old geography or muck. He is the man who owns Broadway, that's what the daily papers say. Beep Beep took us off Broadway, and we kept our eyes peeled as he fussed across the island.

—See anything? I said.

—See lots, said Mildred. —See too much.

—What d'you mean?

—I got a feeling.

She scanned the walls and sidewalks.

—We're too late, she said. —It's all gone.

—But that's it, I said. —It's here, going and gone. It's always changing. Do you see anything not moving? Anything built and staying that way?

Lights, billboards on top of billboards – Graduate to Camels – out-climbing the construction, climbing right out of the city. It beats – As it sweeps. And down here – As it cleans – not a sandwich board in sight. In the scramble to hang the words from the sky, they'd forgotten about the ground.

—It's never too late here, Mildred, I said. —See anything missing?

—Nope.

—Keep looking.

Steady was alone on the roof. There was no sign at all of Fast Olaf. And Steady was dead. He was face-down in Fast Olaf's gin bath, inside the coop, and the pigeons were upset. They flapped and crashed in a box of feathers and blood, caught in the chicken wire, on the white-stained floor of the coop, and floating dead and dying beside Steady. There were ringed claws clinging to the mesh, single wings caught tight by the wire. And the noise, Jesus. It was life being torn from meat, fighting the last and only terror. But Steady's fight was over. His back was the back of a dead man.

I moved closer to the coop – the screams, the panic, grew even louder – and I found the hook that held the wire gate to its shaking timber frame.

I looked around me. No one that I could see, no shadow growing from stricter shadows. I looked back at Steady. My eyes walked his coat from collar to gin-soaked hem. No new small holes, no blood creeping from the holes. I looked around again. I listened. An El, and further west, another.

Go now. Now. Just go. Now.

I grabbed the hook again. I shoved my hand into feathers and crazy air.

Go. Now. Now.

I lifted the hook and pulled the gate from the timber. The chicken-wire and wood came part of the way. I pulled again, got both hands to the job. The nails slid from the frame, with shrieks I couldn't hear. I threw the gate over my head.

I stood back quickly. Fat birds darted from the coop. I shook what was left of the walls. I beat them with my open hands. More birds fell from the cage or flew, and fell and tried to fly. They limped, or rolled. One bird pecked at the tar, slowly buried its beak in black chunks and strands.

Slowly – fuckin' hell – the coop emptied. Some of the birds refused to leave or weren't able to, but the insanity was gone, spread across the roof and sky.

Again, I looked around.

Go. For fuck sake, go.

I stepped into the coop, just one foot. The baked smell of shit and death swam around my head. Feathers floated on nothing; the place was airless now. It was worse than any cell I'd ever been locked into.

Go.

Another step, I was properly in. Trapped. I looked behind me. Still nothing. Less birds now. Three or four suffering silently, puffing their breasts, trying to outstrip their pain. I listened. Transport and construction, the sounds that thumped out time. No foot-clicks, breath held, finger slowly pulling metal. I was alone with Steady and the pigeons. I was sure of it, and scared.

The old bath stood on its four clawed feet. Steady's weight had thrown some of the hooch to the floor; I could feel it in my short, slow steps. The hooch in the bath was absolutely still. No twitching wing or foot to make a ripple. Everything floating was dead.

Closer now, I studied his back again. No bullet holes or blood. I looked at his neck, the back of his head. No marks, no livid stains across his thin, soaked hair. I bent down further. No bruises, no thumb-marks – no hands had grabbed and forced his face into the bath. Years of dirt, a mole, life's creases. Nothing recent, nothing violent.

Go.

The man had drowned.

Go.

I listened.

I plucked the pigeons from the hooch and dropped them to the floor. Five of them, heavy with the gin they'd soaked. I examined the gin. There was blood in the mix, but not much. Enough to drain the life from a homer but not a man, not even a small man like Steady, who hadn't eaten solid food in years.

This man had drowned.

Now. Go. He drowned. Go.

I grabbed the shoulders, didn't let myself think too much. I took two fists of saturated cloth and stepped back, slid back a few steps so the hooch wouldn't drench me. I pulled the far shoulder first. He was dead-heavy, the heaviest thing I'd ever hefted. I thought about stopping and taking off my jacket, rolling up my soaking sleeves. I thought about just stopping. The man had drowned. I knew that. But I'd liked the man. ] pulled again.

It was the coop that saved me.

Fast Olaf couldn't manage a clean swing; the roof was too low, the walls closed in. The bat hit my back, below my hat and neck. It hadn't the clout to kill or cripple. But I didn't know that. I'd seen nothing, heard nothing. It was instant pain, bad pain. Unexplained, explosive.

I dropped away, let go of Steady's shoulders. I rolled. Over feathers, pigeons, shit. I saw the legs. I knew the trousers.

—Eddie!

I saw him try another swing. He tried to beat the roof, to push it back with the bat. I rolled and got to my knees. And feet.

The butt hit my chin. Slid, and caught my ear. It hurt. Things swam. All sounds were gone. But I could see. Could see Fast Olaf out there. I blinked, saw him clearly. He didn't look stupid now. He looked mean and almost happy. He'd turned the bat; its working end was staring at me. He stabbed.

And missed. I fell against the wire. It held me up. He stabbed again, and hit – my shoulder, not my face. Relief drowned the pain. And I could hear again.

—Eddie!

—Fuck you!

I couldn't blame him. His birds were dead and dying – he was inhaling their absence and feathers. His hooch was contaminated, probably past saving.

—Listen to me, I shouted as my shoulder took another stab. Christ, it hurt. He was chipping away at me.

And maybe there was more. I'd never seen him coo at those birds, or seen him fondly count them. Maybe it was him who'd killed Steady, and he'd been waiting for me. Somewhere on the roof; he knew where to hide. He was following orders, meeting a deadline. I didn't know, and I needed to. I didn't want to kill him.

—Eddie!

I was in a corner. Trapped by the bath and Olaf.

—Who did this? I shouted.

It worked. I knew by the questions that bumped behind his eyes; he hadn't come onto the roof with a plan. He'd seen what he'd seen and swung his bat.

—The fuck?

—Did you do this? I said.

He looked guilty for an Olaf-second, then growled and pointed the bat at me.

—The fuck I kill my own boids for? That aren't even my boids.

It was only now that he noticed Steady.

—The fuck's that?

—Steady, I told him. —He was dead when I got here. Just before you.

He gave me his suspicious look.

—Before, he said. —How long before?

—A minute. Maybe two. You should have seen it.

—I do see it. Fuck!

But he didn't. He didn't see it at all. He was confused. I wasn't trapped any more. He wanted sympathy, not revenge. His mouth hung open as he looked around.

—He's gonna kill me.

—Who?

—The guy.

—What guy?

—Just, the guy.

I watched him pick up dead birds. He leaned the bat against the chicken-wire. He held one in both hands, and let it go, and watched it drop and thump the ground.

—They all like this? he said.

—More or less, I said. —The ones that haven't flown away. They might come back, I suppose.

He shook his head slowly.

—Fuckin' kill me.

—Does the guy own them? I asked.

—What?

—The birds.

—Fuck the boids. But yare. He don't own them. The next guy owns them.

—The next guy?

—The big-shot.

He looked at the bath again.

—Who's the egg in the fucking merchandise?

—Steady.

—That his name?

—Yep.

—Who is he?

—You know, I said. —The guy who's been painting the signs up here.

—What happened?

—I don't know, I said. —Give us a hand. You take the legs.

He grabbed Steady's sockless ankles and started to pull, before I'd taken hold of Steady's shoulders.

—Hang on, I said, as Steady floated from me.

I got my hands under Steady's arms and, together, we lifted and slid him over the rim, to the floor. Fast Olaf let him drop, but I gripped wet cloth and landed him gently. The hooch ran from his coat and from under his coat, like water from a tap. And it was clear – no stain, no red.

—He dead? said Fast Olaf.

I put my foot against Steady's left shoulder. Then I leaned across and grabbed the coat at his other side, and pulled. My foot held him firm as his right side rose. I got my foot from under him as he dropped over on his back. More gin ran from his clothes and joined the slush. I could feel the hooch inside my boots, already getting warm.

He looked like a man who had roared as his life ran out. The dead eyes still held fury; the mouth was twisted, not yet slack and gone.

—What d'you reckon, Eddie?

—Dead, he said.

—I think you're right, I said. —How, but?

He didn't answer.

(And he hadn't answered my first question either, but I'd been too thick to notice. Dead, he'd said. He'd been talking about himself; he'd been talking about the two of us.)

I looked down again at Steady. No bruises on his face, or slap marks. I put a finger behind an ear, pulled it gently towards me, and looked behind for hints. Nothing hidden by either ear.

I stood up.

—Know what? I said. —He drowned.

—Drowned? said Fast Olaf. —There's no fucking water for drowned.

—In the hooch, I said.

I looked into the bath and saw something. I dipped my hand, arm, elbow, grabbed and pulled it out. The ladle. I gave it a shake.

—Where would this normally be, Eddie?

—What?

—This.

—There.

He pointed to the corner behind me. I looked, and saw a four-inch nail hammered into the wooden corner stake. There was a hole in the handle of the ladle. I put the ladle up on the nail and let it dangle.

—Like that?

—Yare.

—He fell in, I said.

Fast Olaf was staring at the ladle.

—The fuck how?

—He gave in to temptation, I said. —He was your best customer, Eddie.

Olaf looked down at Steady; every breath was a brand new lesson.

—He had you down as the best alky-cooker in town.

Fast Olaf looked at me.

—Yare?

—Yeah.

—The fuck I care?

—It's a compliment, Eddie. Look. It's simple. He saw the hooch.

I pointed at the bath.

—He saw the ladle. You weren't here. He took the ladle. You with me?

—Yare.

—He leaned down to help himself. He slipped, or tripped. He was probably soused already. And he fell in.

—How'd he drown?

—Feel his coat. It's saturated. It probably weighs twice as much as he does. And he was rat-arsed. He couldn't get out. He couldn't lift his head.

I was beginning to believe it myself.

—He got tired.

—He was helping himself to the merchandise?

—Yep.

—The fuck.

I looked at Fast Olaf's face.

—Don't kick him, Eddie, I said. —He'll feel nothing. Don't do it.

I waited until Fast Olaf was looking lost and safe again. Then I got out of the coop, and the open sky was over me. I stayed out of the shade and walked to the crates that had been Steady's easel. There was the brush, resting on the low wall, the ledge that divided the properties. Resting. Put there deliberately, position chosen, not dropped or thrown. There was a small red tin, closed, beside the brush. Everything in proper order, left there by a man who'd taken a break. And the boards –

MOSTEL

THE TAXIDERMIST

YOUR PET

CAN

LIVE

FOREV

No black line racing away from the last letter. No spilt paint or hidden message. The man had taken a break. No one guarding the bath, except the birds; it was too much temptation for him.

I looked at the coop. Fast Olaf was bending over the bath. I could smell the hooch from here. I could smell it in my clothes, but that was a separate, more urgent tang. I could smell the hooch in the bath. I could taste it in my breath. And I remembered, now when I really didn't want to: I'd always been able to smell it.

And so had Steady. All the long days he'd been up here, painting my signs. Alone. And he'd never given in to the exact same temptation. I could smell it – no sweeter, no stronger. No more tempting than it had been four hours earlier, or a week or two weeks or a month earlier.

Go.

Fast Olaf was taking pigeons from the bath. And he was crying.
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