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By eleven o’clock Herald Square was already arguing with itself.

Trolley bells clanged. Taxi horns barked. A delivery truck driver leaned halfway out his cab to inform a policeman that his badge was not in itself a plan for traffic. Two messenger boys nearly killed each other at the curb, recovered without apology, and kept running. Women in summer hats moved in streams. Office men cut through them as if late birth had made them important. Smoke drifted up from the hotel side. Heat rose off the pavement in visible layers.

And over all of it came the newsboys.

Three on the block. Four, if you counted the skinny liar near Broadway who liked to invent murders where no decent paper had yet located one. Jackson Rufus Tyner did not count him. Jackson had standards.

He also had volume.

“Read all about it! Scopes trial! Darrow and Bryan! Big fight in Tennessee! Read it before your boss does!”

He hit the curb, swung around a woman with parcels, sold one to a man still pretending he didn’t want it, made change on the fly, and pivoted back into the stream before the man had finished deciding he’d been handled.

He had.

Jackson was twelve, narrow as a strip of rail, quick in the shoulders and quicker in the mouth, quick everywhere worth being quick. Brown hair falling where it pleased. Shirt sticking to his back. Tie trying to escape his neck. Ink on two fingers and half a headline always ready behind his teeth. He could move through a crowd the way some boys moved through a schoolyard fight: head up, eyes everywhere, no wasted step.

“Read all about it! Walker for mayor! Big city news! Big Tennessee trial! Extra!”

He did not lie in a headline cry. He hated boys who lied in a headline cry. A man bought a paper for the truth, not for some gutter rat’s fever dream. Jackson punched the news up, that was all. Tightened it. Put spurs on it. The truth had to get into a man’s hand before it could do any good. Jackson merely helped it arrive in style.

“Science and Scripture! Big courtroom fight! Read all about it!”

Sal Romano, working half a block east and red in the face from constitution or temper, shouted, “Tyner, you keep hollering over my line, I’m gonna bounce you into traffic!”

Jackson never even looked at him. “You bounce me, Sal, you’ll have to sell your own papers one at a time like an animal!”

That got a laugh from a hat-check girl under an awning and two sales from men who had only meant to pause and see which boy got killed first.

Jackson grinned without losing pace.

He could sell because he could talk.

He could talk because he could think.

And he could think fast because once something got into his head, it stayed there.

Faces. Shoes. Hatbands. Voices. Exact words. Change. The order of columns on a front page. Which fellow wanted politics first and which one bought the paper by feel and always opened to sports anyway. Which lady liked a murder before luncheon and which one wanted city hall corruption because it improved digestion. Jackson didn’t forget. He noticed once and kept it.

That was his trick.

His mother called it nosiness. His father called it dangerous. Jackson called it useful.

“Read all about it! Big trial! Big city! Big row! Read all about it!”

A man in shirtsleeves snapped his fingers for a paper like summoning a dog.

Jackson put the paper in his hand and said, “That’ll be two cents, same as if you asked politely.”

The man looked at him, surprised.

Jackson looked back.

The man paid.

Another sale.

A woman in pale gloves bought one and asked whether Darrow had really said the thing he was supposed to have said. Jackson answered, “If it’s in there, ma’am, somebody either said it or’s about to deny it,” and she laughed and bought a second copy for her sister.

Another sale.

A fellow with a cigar tried to give him a dollar for one paper and no patience for change.

Jackson snapped, “I’ll get you your change, mister, but not before Christmas unless you hold still,” counted out the coins, and sent him off with the edition and a slightly improved opinion of local youth.

It was a good block.

A live block.

A New York block.

Heat in the rails. Smell of tobacco and wet wool left over from somebody’s bad storage. Hotel men outside in their shirtsleeves. A woman somewhere calling a child by all three names. Elevated noise from farther off. The city wasn’t built to be heard one thing at a time. It came at you in fistfuls.

Jackson loved it with appetite, which was the only kind of devotion he trusted.

This was the only place in the world big enough for the speed in him.

“Read all about it!”

Then he saw the gentleman.

Not because the man was richest on the sidewalk. Herald Square had richer every ten minutes. Not because he was loud. He wasn’t. Not because he was dressed like he wanted to be seen. He wasn’t.

He was simply composed.

Colored gentleman. Dark summer suit cut clean and exact. Straw boater in one hand instead of perched on his head like a fool. Good shoes. Good posture. No hurry on him, though he moved steadily. A man who looked like he had business in the world and expected the world to conduct itself properly while he attended to it.

Beside him was a girl.

Jackson forgot the rest of the line he was shouting.

She was about his age, maybe a touch younger, maybe not. Nice dress. Pale gloves. Ribbon on her hat—blue, he thought, and later he’d swear to blue in any court that asked. Brown skin, clear face, straight little posture that reminded him of girls raised in houses where chairs mattered and voices didn’t get thrown around for sport. She was listening to the gentleman say something low to her and listening the way some people read fine print: fully.

Jackson had seen pretty girls before.

New York manufactured them by district.

This was something else.

Not beauty.

Distance.

She looked like she belonged to a calmer arrangement of life than the one he knew.

“Read all about it!” Jackson barked again, louder than needed and right at them.

The gentleman turned.

His eyes went over Jackson once. Fast, intelligent, no waste in it. He stepped nearer the curb.

“Paper, son.”

Jackson was in front of him in a blink. “Yes, sir. Scopes in Tennessee, Walker making noise here, and city hall still acting like nobody raised them.”

The gentleman took the paper and gave him a look that was almost amused.

“That so?”

“Yes, sir. Plenty of men running things badly enough to fill eight pages.”

That got him something close to a smile.

The gentleman reached into his pocket for coins. “You always sell with this much prophecy on the line?”

“I sell the paper, sir. The prophecy comes free.”

The coin dropped into Jackson’s palm. He went for the change and nearly lost the nickel because the girl had finally looked at him.

Not a glance.

Not the usual slide of the eye adults gave boys in the street.

She looked at him directly.

He caught the coin against the heel of his hand, recovered it, and counted out the change without once looking down, mostly because now he was being looked at and had no intention of failing publicly.

The gentleman saw the fumble. The girl saw the recovery.

“You’re quick,” she said.

It was the first thing she’d said, and it landed on him harder than the heat.

Jackson looked at her. “I practice.”

Her mouth moved. Not a smile yet, but the start of one.

The gentleman took the change. “Well, Mr. Tyner.” He folded the paper once under his arm. “Keep the truth under your hands as fast as you keep the money. You can make a living at both if you don’t go crooked in either.”

Jackson straightened without thinking. “Yes, sir.”

That line went into him whole and stayed there.

The girl was still looking at him. Calm as you please.

Then she said, “You didn’t drop it.”

Jackson blinked. “No, ma’am.”

That finally brought the smile—small, private, there and gone so fast another boy might have doubted it. Jackson didn’t. He did not invent things once he’d seen them.

The gentleman touched two fingers to the brim of his hat.

“Good day, Mr. Tyner.”

And just like that they were moving again, back into the crowd, the girl beside him, the paper tucked under his arm as if Jackson had sold a paper to a judge or preacher instead of a man in summer wool on a hot New York sidewalk.

Sal yelled from up the block, “Tyner! You dead?”

Jackson snapped around. “No!”

“Then sell!”

Jackson looked once more toward the place where the gentleman and the girl had gone, but New York had already shut the seam. Now there was only traffic, a pair of sailors, two women arguing over a shop window, and a cabman describing somebody’s ancestry with great civic detail.

He lifted another paper.

“Read all about it! Big trial! Big city! Read it while it’s hot!”

He sold three in the next half minute because he was mad now for no reason he could have explained cleanly. Mad at the heat, at Sal, at the city for swallowing people whole, at himself for almost dropping the coin, at the fact that somewhere in New York there was a girl who had looked at him as if he were there and then gone on existing beyond his corner as though he had no claim on the matter at all.

By noon he had the gentleman fixed in his head entire.

Dark suit, right cuff a little shinier where it had brushed the paper.

Boater in the left hand.

Voice low, educated, church in it somewhere.

Good shoes, well kept, not flashy.

Pale scar by the right thumb where he’d taken the coin.

Words: Keep the truth under your hands as fast as you keep the money.

By one o’clock he had the girl fixed too.

Blue ribbon. Maybe blue, but almost certainly.

Pale gloves with small buttons.

Steady eyes.

Voice low and clear.

Three words: You didn’t drop it.

He went on selling.

That was the life.

But every now and then he caught himself looking for pale gloves in the crowd as if New York had any obligation to return what it had only lent him for a moment.

That night, in the dim little room he shared with the city noises through the window, his mother asked why he looked so pleased with himself and he told her he’d had a good day on the corner. Which was true enough to live with.

He lay on his back afterward, hands under his head, and replayed the whole thing once, twice, twelve times, improving nothing because he didn’t need to.

Jackson did not forget.

Years later he would still remember the heat off the pavement, the exact weight of the evening editions under his arm, the gentleman’s voice, the girl’s smile, and the absurd certainty that somewhere inside that ordinary sale the city had slipped him a future and neglected to put a label on it.

He sold the story before he ever knew he was standing at the beginning of his own.

​
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By three-thirty in the afternoon the newsroom had already quarreled with the truth six times and put three of the quarrels into type.

Jackson Rufus Tyner liked it better that way.

A quiet newsroom meant death, bankruptcy, or Sunday, and this was not Sunday. This was Thursday, hot enough to make tempers less civil than grammar, and the city room of The New York Evening Ledger was alive in exactly the fashion Jackson had prayed it would be when he was twelve and half-feral on a paper corner in Herald Square, shouting headlines into trolley bells and cigar smoke and the faces of men who only respected urgency if it wore ink on its fingers.

Now he had the ink.

Not much else. Not yet. But the ink was a beginning.

The room was one long argument under electric lights: copy boys running, telephones jangling, typewriters striking hard enough to sound personal, editors calling for facts in tones that suggested facts were delinquent employees, and the stale-breathed perfume of coffee, smoke, damp paper, and men too long indoors with opinions. It was not a handsome room. It was a useful one. Jackson trusted usefulness.

He came off the city desk side with a notebook in one hand and a folded carbon in the other, moving fast enough that a slower man would have called it panic.

Miri Feld, who sat at the rewrite bank with a pencil in her hair and a face permanently arranged in dry disappointment with the species, looked up as he passed.

“You’re walking like bad news in cheap shoes,” she said.

Jackson kept going. “That’s because I’m carrying both.”

“That line would improve if you were less proud of it.”

“So would the paper.”

“That’s management’s trouble.”

He tossed the carbon onto her desk without breaking stride. She caught it against a stack of copy, glanced down once, and snorted.

“This is thin.”

“It’s all the lieutenant gave me.”

“Then he should be arrested for loafing.”

“That would improve the city.”

“Not before supper.”

She marked something hard across the top of the page, then angled her head toward the glassed-in office beyond the city desk. “Dolan wants you.”

Jackson slowed a fraction. “Did he say it kindly?”

“I took it as a no.”

Across the room, someone shouted for a fresh ribbon. Someone else shouted that ribbons did not grow in the walls. Hester Blum at the switchboard was handling three lines at once and insulting none of them visibly, which was the sort of miracle Jackson thought ought to qualify a woman for sainthood. Sidney Pike came in through the outer door carrying a camera case and the look of a man who had been disappointed outdoors and expected further disappointment under a roof.

He saw Jackson and said, “You look ambitious.”

“I am ambitious.”

“Then you ought to look less tired. It confuses the message.”

Jackson pointed toward Dolan’s office. “If I’m dead in there, take my shoes.”

Sidney looked down. “No. Those are mourning shoes.”

Frank Dolan’s office was not really an office, only a partitioned insult with a door. The glass above the half wall let him keep an eye on the room the way wardens kept an eye on exercise yards.

Jackson knocked once against the frame.

Dolan did not look up right away. He was fifty if he was a day, broad through the shoulders, graying at the temples, face cut into functional pieces by labor, tobacco, and the habits of disappointment. He read copy with the concentration of a surgeon considering whether the patient had earned rescue.

Finally he said, “If that’s Tyner, come in. If it’s Providence, tell Him I’m behind.”

Jackson stepped in and shut the door partway behind him.

Dolan looked up. “You’ve got that face.”

“What face is that?”

“The one that says you think the city’s about to discover you.”

“It would save time.”

Dolan grunted and reached for the cigarette in the tray without lighting it. He liked having one near more than he liked smoking it in August. “Sit down.”

Jackson sat.

There were two chairs in front of the desk, neither comfortable. Jackson had long suspected Dolan considered comfort the first step toward moral collapse.

Dolan tapped the cigarette twice against the tray and said, “How old are you now?”

Jackson blinked. “Twenty-four.”

“You say that like a man asking me not to use it against him.”

“I’ve never asked for mercy in this office.”

“No,” said Dolan. “That’s one of your defects.”

He opened the top drawer of the desk, took out a slim folder, and laid it down between them. Jackson looked at it without touching it.

Dolan said, “What do you know about aviation?”

Jackson kept his face even. “Enough to say the machine ought to stay up once it’s gone to the trouble of getting there.”

“That all?”

“No, sir. I know men with money talk about it as though they invented weather. I know the city’s in love with tomorrow provided tomorrow wears the right suit. And I know if somebody tells me a plane is perfectly safe, I’d prefer to hear it from the mechanic instead.”

Dolan’s mouth altered very slightly. “You know anything useful?”

Jackson thought of the old feeling in his ribs whenever he heard the word airfield now, though he did not yet know why. “Not yet.”

Dolan slid the folder two inches closer. “Then it’s a good thing I’m in a charitable mood.”

Jackson took it up.

On the front was clipped a thin assignment sheet and a note in Greeley’s hand. Jackson recognized the script at once and disliked it before reading a word. Arthur Greeley wrote like a man who thought adjectives should be paid by the ounce and never lifted anything heavier than style.

Jackson opened the folder.

Dolan watched him read.

It was exactly what he feared.

Summer feature. Aviation future. New York modernity. Floyd Bennett Field. Civic optimism. Public spirit. A piece with smiling men in good hats, a glistening machine in the background, and not a live nerve in it if Greeley had his way.

Jackson read to the bottom anyway, because despair deserved accuracy.

When he looked up, Dolan was still watching him with the tired patience of a man who had seen younger men disappointed by lesser things.

“Well?” Dolan said.

“With respect, sir?”

“I shouldn’t think of stopping you.”

Jackson held up the folder. “This is weather in a necktie.”

“It’s an assignment.”

“It’s a valentine to aviation.”

“It’s summer.”

“That’s not a defense.”

Dolan leaned back. His chair complained. “You think I don’t know what it is?”

“I think if you did know, you’d have set fire to it already.”

“That’s why I’m the editor and you’re the errand boy with opinions.”

“I’m not an errand boy.”

“No?” Dolan said mildly. “Then why do you run so much?”

Jackson kept his mouth shut. One did not survive Dolan long by lunging at the first insult.

Dolan watched that calculation happen and seemed to approve of it just enough to continue.

“Greeley wants color,” he said. “Airfield atmosphere. Summer public appetite. New York stepping into the future in sensible shoes. Women, planes, clean weather, civic men saying uplifted things no one has to apologize for tomorrow. You know the sort.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You can read.”

“That’s how I found the problem.”

“What problem?”

Jackson lifted the folder slightly. “It sounds dead.”

Dolan’s eyes narrowed a fraction.

Jackson, encouraged by either courage or poor judgment, continued. “It sounds written already. That’s usually a bad sign.”

“Not always.”

“No, sir. Sometimes it means a politician got there first.”

Dolan put the cigarette down. “You’ve got a lot of attitude for a man without a byline worth framing.”

“I’ve got plenty of bylines.”

“On what? Charity suppers and alderman headaches?”

“There was the warehouse fire.”

“You wrote twelve inches on smoke and speculation and nearly libeled a hose company.”

“They were sluggish.”

“They were sober.”

“That’s not what they looked like.”

Dolan’s eyes held him a second longer. Then, against discipline and Providence, he smiled.

Only a little. Enough to make the room more dangerous.

“Listen to me, Tyner.”

Jackson did.

“You are clever. I know that. The room knows that. Sometimes even you know it. But clever is the cheapest thing in this city next to bad gin. What matters is whether you can bring me something true before some smoother bastard brings me something easy.”

Jackson’s fingers tightened on the folder.

Dolan went on. “This piece may be exactly what it looks like. Bright weather, civic nonsense, polished brass, and men talking about the future as if they plan to own it jointly. Or it may not. That is now your burden, not mine.”

Jackson felt the insult changing shape in his hands. Still an insult. But one with a hinge.

Dolan saw it happen.

“There,” he said. “You’ve got the face again.”

“What face?”

“The one that says somebody’s just made the mistake of giving you permission.”

Jackson stood with the folder in one hand.

“If there’s anything alive in it,” he said, “I’ll find it.”

“Yes,” said Dolan. “That’s what worries me.”

Jackson reached for the knob.

Behind him, Dolan added, “Tyner.”

He turned.

“If it is nothing,” Dolan said, “write it well and don’t sulk in public. Sulking is for feature men and widows.”

Jackson nodded once. “Yes, sir.”

“And don’t fall in love with your own instincts.”

Jackson put a hand on the door. “I can’t afford the competition.”

Dolan made a sound that was either disapproval or appreciation. In the city room one often resembled the other.

Jackson stepped back into the noise.

The room hit him again — phones, paper, smoke, heat, Miri carving a sentence open at the rewrite bank, Hester flattening a politician somewhere through a switchboard with nothing but manners, Sidney dropping his camera case and announcing to no one in particular that the mayor had the face of a man losing an argument with his barber.

Jackson crossed to his desk, which was not so much a desk as a temporary claim staked in wood. The chair wobbled on one leg if you sat like a gentleman, which Jackson seldom did. He dropped into it, opened the folder again, and read faster.

Floyd Bennett.

Public demonstration.

Airfield officials.

Civic men.

Photographs possible.

Women aviators may be mentioned if useful.

Jackson stopped there.

If useful.

He read the line again and disliked it harder the second time.

Across from him, Miri looked up from her copy and saw something in his face.

“Well?” she said.

He held up the folder without enthusiasm. “Summer.”

“That bad?”

“Worse. Public optimism.”

She nodded as though he’d announced a funeral.

“What’s the angle?”

“That depends whether aviation has yet learned to lie as well as politics.”

Miri held out her hand. He passed over the top sheet. Her eyes moved fast.

After a moment she said, “This is fluff.”

“That was my reading.”

She handed it back. “Then why do you look pleased?”

Jackson tucked the papers into the folder again. “Because dead things sometimes hide a good smell.”

“That is not a phrase to use in mixed company.”

“No?”

“No. It suggests defects in your raising.”

He stood and reached for his hat.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“To meet the future.”

“That sounds expensive.”

“It usually does.”

She watched him put the folder under his arm. “Try not to come back married to a machine.”

“No promises.”

“Or to a woman in goggles.”

Jackson paused, then looked at her.

“Why would there be a woman in goggles?”

Miri’s face stayed perfectly still. “Why indeed?”

He narrowed his eyes at her, but she had already returned to her copy.

Outside the front windows of the city room, West Forty-Third Street shimmered in the heat. The city beyond it was alive with bad timing, ambition, and whatever news had not yet realized it belonged to him.

Jackson slid his hat on, tightened his grip on the folder, and headed for the street with the first live feeling he’d had all afternoon.

The assignment still looked soft.

That was exactly why he no longer trusted it.

​Chapter 2
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By four-fifteen, Jackson had already decided he disliked Brooklyn on principle.

This was unfair to Brooklyn, which had done nothing but sit there in heat and industry waiting for the city to admit it was useful, but fairness was a luxury generally enjoyed by men with offices. Jackson had a train ticket stub in one pocket, Greeley’s summer assignment under his arm, and a collar already trying to die on him in public.

Flatbush Avenue stretched ahead in hot, unsettled light, carrying trolley lines, trucks, impatient motorcars, and the sort of citizens who moved as if a delay in Brooklyn counted double. The farther south he came, the less the city looked like Midtown pretending to be made entirely of stone, glass, and self-importance. Out here things spread. Warehouses. Yards. Open reaches of sky. Jackson distrusted too much sky over a working day.

A man ought to have buildings around him, if only to keep his thoughts from spreading.

He stepped off the bus with the folder tucked under his arm and the whole of Greeley’s optimism still stinking up the page.

SUMMER FEATURE

NEW YORK TAKES TO THE AIR

FLOYD BENNETT FIELD AND THE MODERN CITY

It read like a pamphlet written by a man who had once mistaken a luncheon speech for history and never fully recovered.

Jackson had spent the ride down reading the thing twice and disliking it a little more each time. Civic progress. Public appetite. Aviation spirit. Future-minded New York. Suitable human interest. A line about “women flyers” tucked in low enough on the page to sound like somebody had thrown it in for decoration, the same way hotels put palms in lobbies to suggest climate.

“If useful,” Greeley had written beside it in the margin.

Jackson had stared at those two words long enough to want the pencil stub itself arrested.

He turned into the field approach, where the city gave way to something stranger: open ground, low buildings, moving equipment, and beyond it all the curious, half-finished look of a place too new to have settled into its own reputation. Floyd Bennett Field did not yet look like history. It looked like ambition with engines bolted to it.

The wind came harder there, flat across the grounds, pressing lightly at his coat and carrying oil, sun-struck metal, wet rope somewhere, and the kind of clean mechanical smell that made men with money speak of tomorrow as though they had personally arranged it.

Jackson took off his hat, wiped his forehead with the back of his wrist, and looked around.

Even before he reached the main press area, the place had divided itself into types.

There were working men, and there were men trying to look as though they had invented work.

The first sort moved with purpose, spoke briefly, and kept their hands occupied. The second sort stood where they could be seen and used the future as a conversational topic.

Jackson trusted the mechanics.

He always trusted the mechanics.

A truck rolled past low and loaded, the driver barely sparing him a glance. Two young men in coveralls pushed a cart of something unpleasant and necessary. A photographer farther ahead was arguing with the light in language unsuitable for church. Near the temporary rail, a row of civic faces had assembled themselves into smiles broad enough for publication and shallow enough for burial.

Jackson recognized the species at once.

One day, he thought, aviation would have to decide whether it belonged to the people who flew planes or the people who gave speeches standing next to them.

He hoped, for everyone’s sake, that the machines settled the argument before the speeches did.

The press table sat under a striped awning that had lost the fight with the sun by noon. Beneath it a thin woman in a smart dark suit was pinning cards into order with the sort of exactitude that suggested murder by stationery might be within her powers if sufficiently provoked.

Jackson slowed.

He recognized command when he saw it, especially in forms not usually granted the courtesy.

She looked up.

Her hat was practical without sacrificing style, her mouth arranged in the thin line of a woman who had already had to correct three men before three o’clock and was prepared to make it four. Her eyes went over Jackson once, sharp and economical.

“You with the papers?” she asked.

“That obvious?”

“Yes.”

“What gave me away?”

“You’re carrying heat, irritation, and a notebook in equal measure.”

Jackson considered that. “That narrows it to half the profession.”

“It narrows it to the half we dread.”

He nearly smiled.

He took the card she handed him.

J. TYNER

NEW YORK EVENING LEDGER

She had better penmanship than any editor in Manhattan.

“Miss Alma Whitcomb,” she said, before he could ask. “If you lose your way, ask someone more patient. If you need facts, ask the mechanics. If you need polished lies, the gentlemen will begin speaking shortly.”

Jackson looked up from the card. “That’s a very helpful division.”

“I dislike waste.”

“Then we’re likely to get on.”

Her eyes measured him one more time. “You’re the boy Greeley sent?”

“Do I look sent?”

“You look disappointed.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“No,” she said. “Sent men generally look grateful.”

Before Jackson could answer, a voice behind him boomed, “Miss Whitcomb, are the press boys all accounted for?”

He turned.

The man approaching had the particular shine of a public optimist: good suit, good smile, good hat, and the sort of face that always looked one luncheon away from calling itself history. He carried his charm broadly and, in Jackson’s judgment, inefficiently.

Alma did not turn.

“No,” she said. “But we’ve reached our legal limit for self-importance.”

The man laughed without fully understanding whether he had been insulted, which was often the best outcome with men of that kind.

He came closer anyway.

“Theodore Wainwright,” he said, extending a hand to Jackson as though conferring distinction. “Delighted. We’re putting on a fine afternoon for the city. Good crowd, good weather, good press. New York likes to see itself moving forward.”

Jackson took the hand because a refusal here would only make extra work later. “So I’m told.”

“You’re with the Ledger?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Splendid, splendid. We want the public to feel the spirit of the thing. Progress, youth, courage, the whole new American horizon.”

Jackson glanced out toward the field. “Does the horizon know it’s been hired?”

That got him a quick sideways look from Alma, almost approving.

Wainwright laughed again, broader this time. “Sharp fellow.”

“That’s what they charge me for.”

“Quite right. Quite right.”

Wainwright lowered his voice as though offering private wisdom. “The public likes uplift, Mr. Tyner. Especially in summer. Give them machinery, sunshine, and a little faith in tomorrow and they forgive nearly anything.”

Jackson thought of Greeley’s sheet under his arm and was struck by the unpleasant possibility that the man had reproduced the promoter’s soul in mimeograph form.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said.

“I’m sure you will.”

Wainwright tipped his hat to Alma, who did not acknowledge this tribute, and moved on toward a group of men waiting under another awning with the solemn faces of people prepared to discuss progress from chairs.

Jackson watched him go.

“Do they build them in a shop,” he asked, “or do they simply rise off the ground that way?”

Alma began aligning three cards with the pressure of a woman correcting moral disorder. “He is useful.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is the one I’ve got time for.”

From the field came the hard pop and settling growl of an engine catching. Every head turned, even the civic men’s. Jackson followed the movement and saw a slim aircraft at mid-distance, silver under the late light, with two mechanics moving around it and a third man bent near the propeller.

A figure crossed behind the wing.

He saw only the line of the body at first: light, quick, self-contained. Then the head turned. Goggles pushed up. Dark hair pinned back. White scarf at the throat, loose enough to move in the wind. She was speaking to one of the mechanics with one hand lifted, not theatrically, only to indicate something exact, and the mechanic was listening with the unmistakable posture of a man who knew he was hearing something worth hearing.
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