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      Acclaim for Pete Hamill’s


      PIECEWORK


      “Full of the passions, action, opinions, and excesses one would expect from a man moving through all the journalistic hot

         spots of the last quarter century…. The best of the book is flamboyant, fierce, and funny.”

      


      — Philadelphia Inquirer


      “Rock-solid…. Hamill has a great eye and ear for detail and nuance, and the talent to evoke a real sense of places that no

         longer exist, especially the New York City of his childhood.”

      


      — Chicago Tribune


      “Acute. Candid. Courageous. Eloquent. Humane…. Hamill’s best may be the best of the genre.”


      — San Antonio Express


      “A tour through the most frightening and fascinating decades of our lifetime, by a guide who has been in the front of the

         bus all the way…. Nearly all of Hamill’s ruminations on the dark edges of society are as fresh as tomorrow’s headlines.”
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      “Hamill takes the mundane and the great, spins them through his psyche, and delivers absolute poetry of the streets…. Without
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         Sinatra, arguing with Mike Tyson, or (verbally) dissecting Madonna.”
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      “Hamill has been writing for more than thirty years. Yet he retains a passion, a curiosity, a disgust for injustice that keeps

         his writing fresh and his spirit young. He delivers pieces of the world in thousand-word chunks that sound like truth, well-told;

         that inform and nourish. That, nothing else, is the standard measure of Piecework.”


      — Buffalo News
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      INTRODUCTION


      For thirty-five years now, I have worked at the writing trade. Writing has fed me, housed me, educated my children. Writing

         has allowed me to travel the world and has provided me with a ringside seat at some of America’s biggest, most awful shows.

         Writing has permitted me to celebrate and embrace many public glories and to explore the darkest side of my own personality.

         Writing is so entwined with my being that I can’t imagine a life without it.

      


      Usually, I work every day, seven days a week, at the tradesman’s last. When I go three days without writing, my body aches

         with anxiety, my mood is irritable, my night dreams grow wild with unconscious invention. Because I write fiction and journalism, I follow no set routine. Struggling with a novel, I’ve spent months at my desk, a bore to those who live with

         me. But when laboring at journalism, the days are more jagged, the hours broken by telephone calls, interviews, research in

         libraries or newspaper morgues. The desk has its attractions, but I’ve also worked in parked cars, in a hotel lobby where

         the air burned with tear gas, in a tent under a mortar attack. In my drinking days, I wrote in the back rooms of bars, too.

         I’ve written longhand on yellow pads and restaurant menus. Feeding coins into a pay phone, I’ve dictated complete paragraphs

         from scribbled notes. I started with manual typewriters and now use a computer. The work does not get easier.

      


      The older I get, the more I am humbled by the difficult standards of my trade. About many things, from the meaning of baseball

         to the nature of human beings, I was far more certain at thirty than I am at sixty. Each day I learn something new. This is

         not, of course, my hobby. It is my pride that I have been a professional from the beginning, paid for every published word,

         unsupported by foundation money or government grants. But although I’m a professional of my trade, I struggle each day to

         retain the innocent eye of the amateur. I do piecework, and with each piece, I’m forced to begin again, to try to find something

         fresh in the familiar, to look at my subjects as if they’d never been written about before.

      


      What do you do? asks the stranger. I’m a writer, I answer. On some mornings, this reply can still astonish me. Like so many other writers, I wanted in my adolescence and

         young manhood to join an entirely different guild.

      


      The craft of cartooning first grabbed my heart when I was eleven years old, and that adolescent passion gradually evolved

         into a desire to be a painter. My first short stories and essays were written at Mexico City College in 1956, when I was studying painting there on the GI Bill. My first published words were two poems that appeared in 1958 in the literary magazine of Pratt Institute, where I was a student in the art school. The first words I wrote for money appeared

         the following year in a Greek magazine named Atlantis, for which I worked as art director; the story was in English, and I was paid $2.5. On the night in 1960 when I walked into the city room of the New York Post to try to be a newspaperman, I was working days as a commercial artist. I was twenty-five years old, a high school dropout

         from a poor family in Brooklyn.

      


      A few years earlier, the desire to be a painter had been derailed by several factors: a failure of will and the need to earn

         a living. I was uncertain of my talents as a painter, afraid of committing to a vocation that might give me a life of prolonged

         poverty. So I found work in an advertising agency, and though I was proud to be making my way in the world, I didn’t much

         like the way I was doing it. There just wasn’t much romance in designing letterheads or laying out catalogs. But within months

         of sitting down at a typewriter in a newspaper city room, even with a substantial cut in pay, I felt exuberant and free. The

         graphic arts were set aside; I went to work at mastering the writer’s trade.

      


      When I started writing for Dorothy Schiff’s wonderful afternoon tabloid, I had no plans for the future, no certainties about

         a career. The Post was seventh in circulation among the city’s seven dailies; we all knew it could fold the next morning, so it was imperative

         to live for tonight, for the next edition, even if that edition might be the last. I definitely wasn’t there for the pension

         plan. Newspaper people were flamboyant, hard-drinking, bohemian anarchists, with great gifts for obscenity and a cynicism

         based on experience. Or so I thought. I loved being in their company, in city rooms, at murder scenes, or standing at the

         bar after work.

      


      For me, the work itself was everything. I had grown up under the heroic spell of the Abstract Expressionist painters, and

         one of their lessons was that the essence of the work was the doing of it. At twenty-five, I thought I had started late and

         therefore had to hurl myself into the work — and the life that went with it. In my experience, nothing before (or since) could

         compare to walking into the New York Post at midnight, being sent into the dark, scary city on an assignment, and coming back to write a story for the first edition.

         No day’s work was like any other’s, no story repeated any other in its details. Day after day, week after week, I loved being

         a newspaperman, living in the permanent present tense of the trade. I had no idea as a young man that from my initiation into

         the romance of newspapers would flow novels, books of short stories, too many screenplays, a memoir, and millions of words

         of newspaper and magazine journalism. I didn’t know that I was apprenticing to a trade that I would practice until I die.

      


      This is not to claim that I’ve produced an uninterrupted series of amazements. Reading over a quarter-century of my journalism

         for this collection (my first since Irrational Ravings in 1970), I have often winced; if I’d only had another three inches of space, or another two hours beyond the deadline, perhaps

         this piece would have been better or that piece wiser. There were newspaper columns that I wish I’d never written, full of

         easy insult or cheap injury. There were many pieces limited by my ignorance. Too many lazily derived their energy from the

         breaking news to which they served as mere sidebars. Others were about figures who were once famous and are now obscure (and

         hence have been excluded from this collection — any footnotes of explanation would be longer than the originals). Sometimes

         I completely missed the point, or didn’t see the truth of a story whose facts were evidently there in my notebook. But this

         is not an apology. It is the nature of such work that it is produced in a rush; the deadlines usually force the newspaper

         writer to publish a first draft because there is no time for a second or third. Once that piece is locked up in type and sent

         to the newsstands, there is no going back; the writer can correct the factual error, but it’s too late to deepen the insight,

         alter the mistaken or naive judgment, erase the stale language that was taken off the rack. He or she can only vow never to

         make that error again and start fresh the next day.

      


      Early on, I understood why these hurried writings were called pieces. The built-in limitations of the form were the enemies

         of thoroughness; the very best a journalist could hope for was to reveal fragments that stood for the whole, like an archeologist

         working in a ruined city. When I started writing magazine articles, with their longer deadlines and expanded space, some of

         those problems were solved. But I was still at the mercy of the people I interviewed. The journalist can prepare well, listen

         carefully, and, thanks to modern technology, record what he hears with absolute fidelity. But human beings lie. Cops lie.

         Lawyers lie. Actors lie. Victims lie. Statistics lie. The objective reporter writes down the lies and tries to check them

         against other sources. But sometimes one lie is merely countered with another lie and the reporter is forced by the standards

         of objectivity to print both.

      


      To be sure, at the heart of every story there is a bald fact or two. The body of a man lies in an alley. The body can be measured

         and weighed and checked for scars or tattoos, thus providing new facts to the cop and his unofficial collaborator, the reporter.

         The dead man’s wallet might reveal the facts of his identity: a name, an address, an age, his bank, the number of his driver’s

         license. All facts, if the credentials are legitimate. Wives or lovers or rivals will speak about the dead man and add a few

         more small facts about his life and death. But the best detectives also know that the facts don’t always reveal the truth,

         certainly about an entity as complicated as a human being. The facts can’t record the dead man’s final thoughts, or his dreams,

         desires, confusions and ambiguities. They can’t explain the meaning of his life.

      


      That’s why so many journalists turn to writing novels: to get at the truth beyond the facts, about themselves and others.

         If reporters stick around long enough, if they see enough human beings in trouble, they learn that the guilty are sometimes

         innocent and the innocent probably have an angle. Things, as the philosopher said, ain’t what they seem to be. Nor are people.

         I’ve known many newspaper reporters whose lives were permanently soured by what they had witnessed and their work ruined by

         a self-protecting indifference. Others survived, usually by fealty to the dailiness of the enterprise. They plunged into the moments of the story and its writing and left it all behind when they were finished.

         Or they distilled what they knew into fiction. The trick was to see the world as a skeptic, not a cynic, while allowing for

         the wan possibility of human decency.

      


      After 1965, when I started writing a newspaper column, I was freed from the tyranny of an impossible objectivity. The facts

         were still the core of the work, of course, but in the column form I was able to express my feelings or ideas about those

         facts. From the beginning, the form felt natural to me; I was like a musician who had found at last the instrument that was

         right for him. My earliest columns echoed with the voices of those who came before me, from Murray Kempton and Jimmy Cannon

         to Robert Ruark and West-brook Pegler; I watched carefully what my friend Jimmy Breslin was doing at the New York Herald Tribune, where he was inventing a new kind of newspaper column. In my early work, I can see the marks that all of them put on me.

         But I was writing too much, too quickly, to imitate any of them slavishly. For all writers, newspaper work is a valuable shortcut

         to finding style; its pressures force the writer to do what works most naturally.

      


      In finding my own language, or style, the keys were tone and rhythm. The tone was a matter of understanding the story and

         being open to its essence; presented with the brayings of some obvious political fraud, the tone was mocking; witnessing some

         urban calamity, the tone was infused with a sense of tragedy. I thought of the process as “hearing the music.” The rhythm

         of that music was inseparable from the tone. For one kind of story, simple declarative sentences, as blunt as axes, were best;

         for others, it was necessary to use longer lines, more complicated rhythms. The style was itself a form of comment or explanation.

      


      I used everything I knew to express, or refine, both rhythm and tone. When I was a teenager, I wanted for a brief season to

         be a jazz drummer. In an old issue of Down Beat, I read an interview with Gene Krupa, one of the stars of the Benny Goodman band, and he was asked a smart question: Since

         the drummer was the metronome of the band, how did he keep time? What served as his metronome? Krupa answered that he kept chanting to himself one simple phrase: “lyonnaise potatoes and some pork chops.” He would drag the word “lyonnaise” and emphasize the “some” to insure that the beat wouldn’t become too mechanical.

         So in those first years, I often sat at a Royal Standard typewriter in the city room, writing about some fire or homicide

         or snowstorm, all the while humming under my breath, “lyyyyy-oh-naise-p’taytas an’ some pork chops, yeah — lyy-yyy-oh-naise-p’taytas an’ some pork chops,” keeping time with my right foot, as if using a pedal on a bass drum. I wanted that rhythm in the sentences.

         I wanted to add some gaudy word to serve for a splash on the cymbals. Even now, when a deadline is crashing upon me, I chant

         Krupa’s mantra.

      


      Over three decades, I’ve written newspaper and magazine columns for the New York Post, the Village Voice, the New York Daily News, New York Newsday, Esquire, and New York, along with freelance articles for these and other periodicals. In a way, these columns and articles make up a kind of public

         diary, a recording of where I was and what I saw and who I met along the way. In a meandering, unplanned way, they’re about

         one American writer grappling with the meaning of the public events of his time: Vietnam and Watergate, riots, assassinations,

         scandals, murders, political betrayals. During the period covered by this collection, I chose my own subjects. Usually I thought

         of them myself; sometimes suggestions for pieces came from editors, but as a freelancer I was, of course, free to decline.

      


      Many pieces originated in my personal history; when I wrote about New York or Mexico or Ireland, I brought to those pieces

         the kinds of knowledge that didn’t always exist in books. Memory, myth, lore: all had their uses. But at other times, I often

         chose subjects about which I knew nothing. My ignorance would then force me to learn, to engage in a crash course of books,

         clippings, reporting. Gradually, I began to make connections among a variety of subjects; a civil rights story about Martin

         Luther King and Stokely Carmichael could also be informed by a knowledge of Faulkner and the blues. A murder at a good address

         might be written better with a knowledge of investment banking, real estate dealings, or the novels of Louis Auchincloss.

         I might more clearly understand the latest homegrown fascist if I knew about volkische nationalism, the history of Sparta, or the drawings of George Grosz. Specialization had no attraction for me; it would be

         like spending a life painting only roses. I wanted to be, and am, a generalist.

      


      As a young man, my ambition was to embrace those general qualities that Ernest Hemingway, a former newspaperman, once said

         should be present in all good books: “the good and the bad, the ecstasy, the remorse and sorrow, the people and the places

         and how the weather was.” That ambition was amazingly presumptuous, of course, and in some obvious ways, comic. No tabloid

         newspaperman would ever admit to an editor (or anyone else) that he was looking for “the ecstasy, the remorse and sorrow”

         in the streets of New York or believed he could fit them into 700 words. But as callow as I was, that scrap of Hemingway rhetoric

         did help me to understand that even fragments could serve a larger purpose. His words were not inconsistent with what gradually

         became a more modest ambition: to understand the way the world worked and how I fit into it.

      


      These pieces are products of that ambition. In each of them, I first wanted to know something about a person, a place, an

         event, or an idea. I wanted to hear their music. Then I wanted to pass on what Fd learned to others. Looking at many of them

         for the first time since they were written, I remembered who I was when I wrote them, the houses I inhabited, the people I

         loved, my large stupidities and small triumphs, and yes, how the weather was.

      


      PETE HAMILL, 1995

      


   

      PART I


      THE CITIES OF NEW YORK
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      If I’d grown up in another city, I almost certainly would have become another kind of writer. Or I might not have become a

         writer at all. But I grew up in New York in the 1940s, when New York was a great big optimistic town. The war was over and

         the Great Depression was a permanent part of the past; now we would all begin to live. To a kid (and to millions of adults)

         everything seemed possible. If you wanted to be a scientist or a left-fielder for the Dodgers, a lawyer or a drummer with

         Count Basie: well, why not? This was New York. You could even be an artist. Or a writer.

      


      As a man and a writer, I’ve been cursed by the memory of that New York. Across five decades, I saw the city change and its

         optimism wane. The factories began closing in the late 1950s, moving to the South, or driven out of business by changing styles

         or tastes or means of production. When the factories died, so did more than a million manufacturing jobs. Those vanished jobs

         had allowed thousands of men like my father (an Irish immigrant with an eighth-grade education) to raise families in the richest

         city on earth. They eagerly joined unions. They proudly voted for the Democratic ticket. They put paychecks on kitchen tables,

         asked their kids if they’d finished their homework, went off to night games at the Polo Grounds or Ebbets Field, and were

         able to walk in the world with pride. Then the great change happened. The manufacturing jobs were replaced with service work.

         Or with welfare. One statistic tells the story: In 1955, there were 150,000 New Yorkers on welfare; in 1995, there were 1.3

         million.

      


      With the jobs gone, the combined American plagues of drugs and guns came to the neighborhoods. New York wasn’t the only American

         city to be so mauled; but because it was at once larger and more anonymous, a sense of danger bordering on paranoia became

         a constant in the lives of its citizens. This wasn’t a mere perception; it could be measured. Throughout the 1950s, New York

         averaged 300 murders a year; by 1994, the city fathers were ecstatic when the number of homicides dropped to 1,600 after years

         hovering around the 2,000 mark. In my time, even the poorest New Yorkers learned to triple-lock their doors and bar the windows

         against the relentless presence of the city’s 200,000 heroin addicts. The middle class (children of all those factory workers)

         began to hire private cops to patrol their streets. They avoided subways late at night. They paid for parking lots to protect

         their cars against the patrolling junkies. They bought very large dogs. After a while, they stopped sending their kids to

         the public schools, which had begun adding metal detectors to their doors. Finally, many of them began to move away.

      


      These pieces reflect the yearning of an entire generation of New Yorkers for the city that changed forever when we weren’t

         even looking. We’re the New Yorkers who remember the city when it worked, in every sense of that word. No matter how we live

         now, we are hostages to that time when each of us lived in a neighborhood that was an urban version of the American hometown.

         My hometown was in Brooklyn, across the East River from haughty Manhattan; there are men and women who remember their hometowns

         in the Bronx and Queens and parts of Manhattan the way I remember mine. Some live on in the city. Others have scattered around

         the country. I know from my mail that they still measure all places by the New York they knew when young.

      


      As I write, New York seems to be reviving again. The engine of this latest revival is the wave of new immigrants. We are in

         the midst of the greatest immigration wave since the turn of the last century, and the new arrivals have one huge advantage

         over old New Yorkers: they are free of the curse of memory. They might yearn for the countries they left behind, but they

         couldn’t care less about the Dodgers or Luna Park or the street games of 19 51. In their New York, they live in the present tense, working at the hardest jobs, but they have visions of the future. Everywhere a

         New Yorker turns, he encounters Koreans, Pakistanis, Dominicans, Palestinians, Russians, Mexicans, Haitians. And it was the

         places they remember that propelled them to New York. Back in their hometowns, the hope of a decent life was insupportable

         and so they chose exile. In New York, they drive the city’s cabs. They wash the dishes of the city’s restaurants. They sell

         the city oranges at midnight. They empty bedpans in the city’s hospitals. They open little stores and small businesses and

         at night, exhausted, drained, they ask their children if they have finished their homework. Someday, the children of the newest

         immigrants also might write pieces like these, full of inconsolable memories. I hope I last long enough to read them, just

         to see what I had missed.

      


   

      THE LOST CITY


      Once there was another city here, and now it is gone. There are almost no traces of it anymore, but millions of us know it

         existed, because we lived in it: the Lost City of New York.

      


      It was a city, as John Cheever once wrote, that “was still filled with a river light, when you heard the Benny Goodman quartets

         from a radio in the corner stationery store, and when almost everybody wore a hat.” In that city, the taxicabs were all Checkers,

         with ample room for your legs, and the drivers knew where Grand Central was and always helped with the luggage. In that city,

         there were apartments with three bedrooms and views of the river. You hurried across the street and your girl was waiting

         for you under the Biltmore clock, with snow melting in her hair. Cars never double-parked. Shop doors weren’t locked in the

         daytime. Bus drivers still made change. All over town, cops walked the beat and everyone knew their names. In that city, you

         did not smoke on the subway. You wore galoshes in the rain. Waitresses called you honey. You slept with windows open to the

         summer night.

      


      That New York is gone now, hammered into dust by time, progress, accident, and greed. Yes, most of us distrust the memory

         of how we lived here, not so very long ago. Nostalgia is a treacherous emotion, at once a curse against the present and an

         admission of permanent resentment. For many of us, looking back is simply too painful; we must confront the unanswerable question

         of how we let it all happen, how the Lost City was lost. And so most of us have trained ourselves to forget.

      


      And then suddenly, you hear a certain piece of music and you are once again at the bar of the Five Spot on St. Marks Place.

         You are listening to Monk, of course, and working hard at being hip. On another afternoon, you see the slanting yellow light

         on 125th Street, and abruptly you are again leaving Frank’s restaurant in the early sixties after lunch with a politician

         and you walk down to Michaux’s bookstore to find that rare poem by Countee Cullen or read the news from Africa. You flick

         on the television set late on an exhausting night, and in the silvery images of some forgotten forties movie, you glimpse

         the Brevoort Hotel on Fifth Avenue and 8th Street and then you are at one of its sidewalk tables again with an impossibly

         beautiful girl on a cloudless summer afternoon. All the wars are over, you have an entire $30 in your pocket, and the whole

         goddamned world seems perfect. Who then resident in the Lost City could dare imagine a day when the Brevoort would be gone,

         along with the Five Spot and Monk, Frank’s and Michaux’s, and even that impossibly beautiful girl?

      


      In the cross-cutting of memory, the Brevoort leads you down 8th Street when it was the splendid Main Street of the Village.

         You have come up out of the subway from Brooklyn or Queens or the Bronx and are engulfed by swarming crowds, lining up for

         Bergman or Fellini at the 8th Street or the Art, and the very air seems thick with sensuality. Old men are selling lemon ices

         from carts. There’s a Bungalow Bar truck down at the corner. Music is playing from upstairs apartments in this year before

         air-conditioning silenced the New York night: Symphony Sid or Jazzbo Collins, Alan Freed or Murray Kaufman (Mee-a-zurry, Mee-a-zurray, all through the night)… even, in memory, Jack Lacy on WINS before it became an all-news station (Listen to Lacy, a guy with a style, of spinning a disk with finesse, yes, yes). If it’s warm enough, and the right year, you can hear the ball games too: Ernie Harwell and Russ Hodges bringing us the Giants

         (with Frankie Frisch the Fordham Flash on the postgame show), or Red Barber and Connie Desmond with the Dodgers, or hear the

         simulated crack of a bat and the simulated roar of a crowd, and Today’s baseball, with Bert Lee and Marty Glickman, and the absent Ward Wilson, who is ailing. …Ward Wilson was always absent. Ward Wilson was always ailing. And nobody listened to the Yankees.

      


      Across the street is Hans Hofmann’s art school, in the building that used to be the Whitney Museum. Upstairs, you can see

         easels and the backs of stretched canvases, the faces of people talking passionately about space and gesture, oblivious to

         the dense space and extravagant gestures of the street below them, but subliminally driven by its energy. There, wandering

         up from MacDougal Street: That’s Joe Gould, who has translated Rimbaud into the language of seagulls and is writing the oral

         history of the world. You run into Hans Hess, the great émigré typographer from Huxley House, and he once more insists upon

         the obvious superiority of Caslon over Garamond, “except, of course, in boldface.” Then you wander into the pulsing heart

         of the great crowded street: the Eighth Street Bookshop.

      


      All here is intimidation, if you are young and recently arrived in the Village: Kafka and Brecht, Artaud and Ionesco glower

         from book jackets; the clerks look through you; Eli Willentz, the owner, sighs when you mispronounce a writer’s name. But

         look: There is James Baldwin, home from Europe, talking near the counter to Eli — a man like any man, not a statue in the

         park; Robert Creeley is in from Black Mountain College; the small, dark man looking at the book of drawings by Heinrich Kley

         is Alfred Andriola, who draws “Kerry Drake” in the Mirror; the thick-bodied man with the face of a disappointed stevedore is Franz Kline; and walking past the store, waving diffidently

         to someone, or everyone, tall and fiercely mustached, is Harold Rosenberg. To make this a perfect New York evening, the next

         strolling New Yorker would have to be Sal Maglie.

      


      They’re all gone now. A Nathan’s opened on the corner and the Eighth Street Bookshop closed and the street changed and everybody

         went away or died. They became part of the Lost City, along with the San Remo, where Maxwell Bodenheim wrote poems for bar

         change before he got himself murdered; the Rienzi; the Fat Black Pussy Cat; and the old Figaro, where the most beautiful waitresses worked and you read for hours over coffee or listened to old men with Austrian

         accents argue about Wittgenstein at the next table, without being pried from the chair. Maybe we broke them; we had no money

         then, and the owners didn’t seem to care. Maybe the old refugees from Hitler made too much money and moved uptown; maybe the

         cops made life impossible; maybe the places just wore out. What matters is this: They are gone.

      


      As are so many other things. No young New Yorker can ever go on a summer evening with a girl to listen to free concerts under

         the stars at Lewisohn Stadium. The young will not pay a dime to ride down Fifth Avenue in a double-decker bus (killed in ’53)

         or race up Third Avenue on the el, gazing into living rooms out of John Sloan or Edward Hopper, propelled above Clarke’s and

         Original Joe’s and Manny Wolfs and the High Hat. Once, King Kong himself had assaulted the el and it had survived, with its

         rusting potbellied stoves in the waiting rooms. But in 1955, the last great el in Manhattan (there were others on Second Avenue,

         Sixth Avenue, Ninth Avenue) was torn down, vanishing into the Lost City, to be replaced with still another bland arroyo of

         steel and glass.

      


      On the most basic level, of course, these were simply means of transportation. When better methods were invented, they were

         replaced. But alas, the double-decker buses were more than just a means of moving people uptown or down; they were also a

         ride, adding an element of play to the task of going to work. And the el was more than a people-hauling machine; it was at once

         monument, curse, shelter, frontier, and a roaring example of energy made visible.

      


      Perhaps most stupid of all the stupidities inflicted upon the city in the years after the war was the destruction of the trolley-car

         system. Every time I see a groaning bus coughing fumes as it lumbers across three traffic lanes, I long for the trolley cars.

         They were electric and therefore didn’t poison the air. They ran on steel tracks and so were unable to bully their way across

         other traffic lanes; at the same time, they helped police that traffic, preventing by their implacable presence the infuriating

         double- and triple-parking that today clots so many of our streets. Some trolleys were chunky, square, steel-and-wood affairs

         that looked like the Toonerville Trolley in the comics; their geriatric cousins still live in San Francisco and New Orleans.

         Others were able to remove their side panels in the summertime. In the 1940s, the newest ones were sleek and “streamlined.”

         And they seemed to go everywhere. Within the limits of my own Brooklyn hamlet, we had eleven separate lines: on Flatbush Avenue,

         Union Street, Bergen Street, Vanderbilt Avenue, Church Avenue, 9th Street, 15th Street, Fifth Avenue, Seventh Avenue, McDonald

         Avenue, and, most gloriously, on Coney Island Avenue. The last was “streamlined,” all silver and green, and it carried us

         from Bartel-Pritchard Square all the way to Coney Island, past row houses and strange chalky neighborhoods, through the last

         of the Brooklyn vegetable farms and then into an immense brightness, the sudden odor of the sea air and the beach beyond.

         No wonder that lost baseball team was once called the Trolley Dodgers. No wonder nobody I knew drove a car.

      


      Coney Island is still there, of course. But in the summertime now, the girls don’t dance beside the pool at Oceantide or pick

         up boys at Raven Hall. There is no line at Mary’s Sandwich Shop. Nobody is at the bar at Scoville’s, where my father and his

         friends did their drinking, or at McCabe’s, where the younger crowd did theirs. Nobody listens to bands at Feltman’s. You

         hear no laughter at Steeplechase the Funny Place, nor will you see sailors and squealing girls strapped together into the

         parachute ride. They’re all dead or gone. I remember being in Coney Island the day that Luna Park burned to the ground. The

         year was 1944. I wasa boy. But there was a sudden stirring on the beach, a movement away from the surf to the boardwalk, and then great clouds

         of black smoke piling into the cobalt sky. You could hear voices: Luna Park’s on fire. People were running then, and we could hear the sirens of the Fire Department and saw high arcs of water rising in a beautiful

         way and falling into the flames. Reporters were there and photographers with Speed Graphics, all of them wearing hats with

         press cards stuck in the rims, just as they did in the movies. We watched for hours, drawn as New Yorkers always are to the

         unity of disaster, and saw the rides and buildings collapse into black, wet rubble until there was no more Luna Park. The

         next day, we read all about it in the newspapers, and I felt for the first time that peculiar New York sensation: Something

         that was once in the world is now gone forever.

      


      There is a photograph by Weegee, taken on V-E Day, 1945, that shows a man working at a newsstand. We can see three daily newspapers:

         the Journal-American, the World-Telegram, and PM; the magazines are Liberty, Air News, Argosy, Song Parade, American, Judy’s, Crack Detective, Phantom Detective, Cartoon Digest, American Astrology,

            White’s Radio, Magazine Digest, Popular Science, Mechanix Illustrated, Die Hausfrau, and Die Welt (must’ve been a Yorkville newsstand). We cannot see some other New York dailies that were publishing that year: the Herald Tribune and the Mirror, and in the outer boroughs, the Brooklyn Eagle, the Brooklyn Times-Union, the Bronx Home-News, the Long Island Press, the Long Island Star-Journal. They are now all dead, as is every other publication on that newsstand except Popular Science and American Astrology. It’s one of the saddest photographs I’ve ever seen.

      


      Around the time the newspapers began to die, the older New York started giving way to the new. Television was changing everything.

         Within a decade of its triumph in the mid-fifties, it killed the nightclubs and supper clubs: the Latin Quarter, the Stork,

         El Morocco, the Copa, Billy Rose’s Diamond Horseshoe, the Astor Roof, Ben Maksik’s out in Queens, the Elegante in Brooklyn

         (where I once saw a smashed Judy Garland perform for a roomful of gangsters), the Château Madrid, Sammy’s Bowery Follies (which

         biographer Herbert Lottman tells us Albert Camus enjoyed so much, on his only trip to New York, that he had A. J. Liebling

         take him back twice), Nick’s in the Village, Tony Pastor’s, all the West 4th Street strip joints like the Heat Wave (run by

         Tony Bender), to mention only a few. Lindy’s, made famous by Damon Runyon, wasn’t a nightclub, but it was a night place, full of columnists (the old three-dotters), press agents, gangsters, and show-business people, and it survived into the early

         sixties. For a while near the end, I worked for the Post outside the place in a radio car with photographer Artie Pomerantz and once saw Walter Winchell do a tap dance on the sidewalk.

         The old bebop palaces on 52nd Street turned into strip joints (Ah, Lily St Cyr! O, Winnie Garrett! And where is Evelyn West

         and her Treasure Chest?) and then fell before the developers. Bill Miller’s Riviera, across the North River under the George

         Washington Bridge, was locked up one morning, then had its doors nailed shut, and was finally torn down. Even Birdland closed.

         Many of these places were velvet-roped dives, run by wiseguy veterans of the Prohibition wars; to drop into the Copa upon

         a winter’s eve was to risk an arrest for consorting. Some peddled junk and women; a few provided floating crap games in nearby

         hotels; they clipped customers, abused or exploited too many of the performers. But they had energy and color and a certain

         brutal style, and when they vanished, something went out of New York.

      


      But television didn’t just shutter nightclubs. The movie houses began closing, too. In my neighborhood, we had the RKO Prospect,

         the Venus, the Globe, the 16th Street, the Sanders, the Avon, and the Minerva: all gone. In downtown Brooklyn, the RKO Albee

         died along with the Fox (where Buddy Holly and Ritchie Valens and the Big Bopper played in the first huge New York rock-and-roll

         shows), the Brooklyn Paramount and the Duffield and the Terminal up on Fourth Avenue, beside the Long Island Rail Road, where

         you could see three movies for a half-dollar. Wandering through the souk of the Lower East Side, you could find the Palestine, the Florence, the Ruby, and the Windsor (among many others, most of

         which were nicknamed The Itch); they, too, died, driven into the Lost City with the great Yiddish theaters: the Grand, the

         Orpheum, the Yiddish Arts. Out in Queens, around 165th Street, the Loew’s Valencia closed, along with the Alden, the Merrick,

         the Jamaica, the Savoy, and the Hillside. On East 14th Street in Manhattan, there was a place called the Jefferson, where

         we went to see the Spanish movies and vaudeville acts, improbably trying to learn the language from Pedro Infante and Jorge

         Negrete, lusting for Sarita Montiel, laughing at the comedy of Johnny El Men, while ice-cream vendors worked the aisles. Gone.

         In Times Square, the Capitol disappeared, the Roxy, the Criterion, the Strand. The Laffmovie on 42nd Street played comedies

         all day long, but now, where Laurel and Hardy once tried to deliver Christmas trees, the movies are about ripped flesh. Who

         now can verify the existence of the old Pike’s Opera House on 23rd Street and Eighth Avenue (converted first to vaudeville

         and then to movies after the Metropolitan Opera established itself at 39th Street and Broadway)? It was torn down to make

         way for the ILGWU houses, thus eradicating the building where Jay Gould once had his office and where Fred Astaire learned

         to dance. And most astonishing and final of all, the Paramount itself was murdered in its sleep.

      


      None of this was new. In Nathan Silver’s elegiac 1967 book, Lost New York, we can see photographs of many of the vanished ornaments of our city: the beautiful Produce Exchange at Beaver and Bowling

         Green, destroyed in the mid-fifties; the three Brokaw mansions at 79th and Fifth, two of which were smashed into rubble in

         1965, to be replaced by an ugly high rise; Rhinelander Gardens on nth Street between Sixth and Seventh Avenues, with their

         cast-iron filigreed balconies and deep front gardens, demolished in the late fifties; the splendid Studio Building at 51-55

         West 10th Street, designed by Richard Morris Hunt, inhabited by a string of artists, including John La Farge and Winslow Homer,

         until it was demolished in 1954; the elegant, high-ceilinged cast-iron buildings on Worth Street between Church and Broadway,

         torn down in 1963 to make way for a parking lot; the old Ziegfeld Theater at 54th and Sixth; the Astor Hotel on Broadway between

         44th and 45th; dozens of others. A city is always more than its architecture, but to destroy the past that is expressed by

         enduring architecture is an assault on history itself. Growing up here, you learned one bitter lesson: Whenever something

         was destroyed for the crime of being old, what replaced it was infinitely worse.

      


      All along, there were complaints from architects, historians, and a few concerned citizens about this municipal vandalism.

         Usually, they were dismissed as the sentimentalities of cranks. But after a group of dreadful men ordered the destruction

         of Pennsylvania Station in 1963 to make way for the equally dreadful new Madison Square Garden (they subsequently brought

         their gift for ruin to the railroad itself), there was a widespread sense of horror and fury. Outraged citizens fought for

         and won the establishment of a Landmarks Preservation Commission. Many buildings have been saved, including Grand Central

         Terminal and Radio City Music Hall. But when it was decided to slam the Marriott Marquis Hotel into Times Square a few years

         ago, it was still impossible to save the Astor theater (opened in 1906), the Bijou (1917), the Gaiety/Victoria (1909), the

         Helen Hayes (1911), and, most heartbreaking of all, the Morosco, which had survived wars, depression, and turkeys since 1917.

         They’re gone. Forever.

      


      But listen: someone out in the street is playing an old tune. We are in a white, silent house in Gramercy Park in winter or

         out upon the granite cliffs of Fort Hamilton. Snow is falling. It is almost midnight. Listen: It’s the sound of an organ-grinder.

         And if you surrender to the sound, you can go back.…You can still call down to a neighbor through the dumbwaiter shaft. You

         can go to Grand Central and pick up the 20th Century Limited for Chicago on Track 34. You can sip coffee at the Cafe Royal on 12th Street at Second Avenue and listen to the sound of

         Yiddish. You can celebrate St. Patrick’s Day at Moskowitz & Lupowitz. You can gaze up at the Stuyvesant building at 142 East

         18th Street and know that here Richard Widmark kicked that old lady down the stairs. You can go to a rent party on a Saturday

         night and then go to Minton’s Playhouse and hear Art Tatum. You can shop at the Hester Street market or at Wanamaker’s, at

         Namm’s or Loeser’s or Mays or Martin’s in Brooklyn, at Gertz in Jamaica, at Best and Company or Ohrbach’s, at Masters or Korvette’s.

         You can still go to Gimbel’s. If you are poor, you can go to S. Klein on Union Square and battle for bargains with the toughest

         women in the history of New York.

      


      If it’s very late and you are hungry, you can take a cab to the Belmont Cafeteria downtown or the Garfield on Flatbush Avenue.

         Better: Wait till tomorrow; there’s a 99-cent hot lunch at the Tip Toe Inn on 86th and Broadway. Have the brisket and then

         drop a nickel in the subway and go downtown and take a walk. The old socialists are still discussing the imminent collapse

         of capitalism with the writers from the Forvetz at the Garden Cafeteria. In Union Square, they are arguing about surplus value, the Spanish Republic, and the true meaning

         of Marx’s Grundriss.


      Or wander through midtown. That’s Frankie Carbo, the gangster, at the bar of the Neutral Corner, up the block from Stillman’s

         Gym, and if you don’t like his company, and you’ve already seen the fighters work out at Stillman’s, you can go up to Harry

         Wiley’s in Harlem and catch Sugar Ray Robinson or go down to 14th Street, where Cus D’Amato has a kid named Patterson in the

         Gramercy Gym. You can get into a big old Packard, as I did with my father and his friends once during the war, and ride out

         to the Gym at Georgia and Livonia in Brownsville, where Bummy Davis trained under the agate eyes of the hoods from Murder

         Incorporated. You can see fights at the St. Nicholas Arena on West 66th Street, at the Eastern Parkway Arena, the Ridgewood

         Grove, the Coney Island Velodrome, Fort Hamilton Arena, the Broadway Arena, the Star Casino in the Bronx, or the Jamaica Arena.

         Or if it’s a Friday night, you can go through the lobby of the old Garden at Eighth Avenue and 50th Street, past the detectives

         and the wiseguys and the fight managers, past the bronze statue of Joe Gans, and into the great smoky arena.

      


      In the Lost City of New York, the subway will be a nickel forever, and if you fall asleep and travel to the end of the line,

         you will still have your wallet and your life. In the Lost City, you can still go to Dexter Park on Eldert’s Lane on the Brooklyn-Queens

         border and see the amazing players from the Negro Leagues, maybe even Josh Gibson, who once hit a ball out of there that traveled

         more than 600 feet; you can see the Bushwicks play baseball, hoping for a call from Branch Rickey; you can watch the House

         of David baseball team and the best of the immigrant soccer teams. We still have the Polo Grounds. We still have Ebbets Field.

         We still have Willie Mays.

      


      If it’s a sultry August evening, you will be able to hurry down to Sheepshead Bay and step up to the Clam Bar at Lundy’s.

         Or you can drive out to Rockaway, get on the rides at Playland, drink cold beer and eat pig’s feet at Fennessey’s, Gildea’s,

         or Sligo House, McGuire’s or the Breakers, and look at the girls outside Curly’s Hotel at 116th and the ocean.

      


      If that is too long a journey, you can ride one of the many ferries that cross the Hudson each day to Jersey. You can swim

         in the rivers without fear of disease, and even swim at night with the seals in the Prospect Park Zoo. You can trust the oysters

         from Long Island Sound. You can spend an entire Saturday among the used bookshops along Fourth Avenue. You can watch seaplanes

         flying down the East River, dipping elegantly under the bridges and out to the vast harbor. Listen: You might even hear the

         Pan Am Clipper leaving from Floyd Bennett for Lisbon.

      


      The Lost City is full of forgotten common and proper nouns: Red Devil paint, Cat’s Paw soles and heels, Griffin All-Black

         polish might still exist, but I don’t see them anymore. Nor do I see beers called Trommer’s White Label, Ruppert’s, and Rheingold,

         candies called Sky Bars, Houten’s, and B-B Bats. And for young men going out on dates, a repulsively flavored package of licorice

         microchips called Sen-Sen that is guaranteed to keep your breath sweet while kissing. In some lost year, Junior Persico is

         in Rosie’s Royal Tailors next to the 72nd Precinct in Brooklyn, being measured for pants with a three-inch rise, pistol pockets,

         saddle stitching, a balloon knee, and a thirteen peg. He will walk home looking like an Arabian prince.

      


      Meanwhile, the eternal New York war against the cockroach is being waged with J-O Paste and Flit. The men are smoking Fatimas

         and Wings. In the candy stores, they are selling “loosies” (2 cents a cigarette, two for 3), mel-o-rolls, Nibs, hard car’mels,

         Bonomo Turkish taffy, long pretzels, Mission Bell grape and Frank’s orange soda, twists, egg creams, lime rickeys, and a nice

         2-cents plain. Everybody knows what a skate key is and what it means when your wheels get “skellies.” A pound of butter is

         carved from wooden tubs. Here, your only jewelry is a Captain Midnight code-o-graph or a Tom Mix whistling ring. And here

         you always have spaldeens. An endless supply. Pink and fresh and beautiful. Spaldeens: made no longer by the A. G. Spalding

         Company; street kids now would rather smoke crack than hit a ball three sewers. But we still have them here in the Lost City.

         Spaldeens: traveling high into the sky of a thousand neighborhoods in the game called stickball. The game is almost never

         played anymore, except by aging men. In the Lost City of New York, we will play it forever.

      


      In this New York, you can still wander through the stalls of the Washington Market. You can get your hair cut for a quarter

         at the barber schools on Third Avenue and the Bowery. You can watch the leather-workers ply their trade at the foot of the

         Manhattan Bridge or watch the old craftsmen roll cigars on Astor Place or see an old Italian shoemaker working in a window

         with his mouth full of nails. You can bring your kitchen knives down to the truck to be sharpened. You can watch the iceman

         make his deliveries, stronger than any other man on earth. You can wait for the “rides” to come around in the evening: the

         Whip and the Loop-the-Loop. You can hang out at the pigeon coop on the roof. You can put your groceries “on the bill.” If

         you get sick, the doctor will come by in an hour. You can sit at the Battery and watch the ocean liners cleave through the

         harbor, powerful and regal among their court of tugboats, heading for berths on the North River (the reporters have arrived

         on the launch, with their press cards in their hats, and they are interviewing the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, or propping

         a movie star on top of a steamer trunk). You can walk out on the white porch of the Claremont Inn on Riverside Drive and 125th

         Street and watch the cruise boats move north to Bear Mountain. On Sunday nights, you will almost certainly turn on the radio

         and hear that staccato voice: “Goodevening Mr.andMrs. NorthandSouthAmerica andalltheships- atsea.…ThisisWalterWinchellandtheJergensJournal — let’s go to press.…”

      


      Or you can meet that girl in the polo coat who is arriving at Penn Station from college in Vermont or Ohio or Philadelphia.

         And if you’re lucky, if all goes well at Seventeen Barrow Street or the Bijou or the Olde Knick or the Fleur de Lis, if you

         have enough money and courage, you might succeed in taking her to the old Ritz Carlton and wake up with her in the bright,

         snowy light of New York. If it isn’t that easy, you will postpone everything. You will take her to Condon’s, Or to hear Miguelito

         Valdes sing “Babalu” in the club at the Great Northern Hotel, knowing that upstairs in 1939 William Saroyan wrote The Time of Your Life in five days and maybe the two of you could find the room (in the interests of literature, of course). Maybe you’ll get a

         sandwich at Reuben’s or stroll through Times Square and look at the Camel sign with the guy blowing smoke rings into the night

         or the two huge nude statues flanking the waterfall of the Bond Clothes sign and then slip into Toffenetti’s for coffee or

         head east to Glennon’s for a few final beers. Take your time. All of this will be here tomorrow too. Yeah.

      


      I suppose that 30 years from now (as close to us as we are to 1958), when I’ve been safely tucked into the turf at the Green

         Wood, someone will write in these pages about a Lost New York that includes Area and the Mudd Club and Nell’s, David’s Cookies

         and Aca Joe and Steve’s ice cream. Someone might mourn Lever House or Trump Tower or the current version of Madison Square

         Garden. Anything is possible. But if so, I hope that at least one old and wizened New Yorker will reach for a pen and try

         to explain about our lost glories: and mention spaldeens and trolleys and — if he can make it clear, if he has the skill and the memory — even

         Willie Mays.

      


      NEW YORK,


      December 21-28, 1987


   

      THE SECRET CITY


      Every day, we move through the giant city on the sad or preposterous or exhilarating errands of our lives. Most of the time,

         we see little. We are New Yorkers, after all, and I it is our pride that we think we know the city. Certainly each of us is

         outfitted with an interior map, a template of the city’s geography. The sun rises in Brooklyn and sets in New Jersey. The

         Bronx is up and the Battery’s down. We know where the bridges are, and the tunnels; we understand how they lash together the

         stony islands of the New York archipelago. We are aware of the great markers — the Empire State Building and Central Park,

         the Brooklyn Bridge and City Hall, Wall Street and Yankee Stadium, all those and a few dozen more. We are filled with information

         about our restaurants, theaters, museums, bookstores, music, scandals, celebrities, gangsters, and home-run hitters. We are

         from here. We know.

      


      And yet, if we stay around long enough, if we try to see without the blinders imposed by work and fear and habit, we discover

         one terrible fact: We know almost nothing. New York can serve as home, workshop, prison, or bazaar. It can dazzle or defeat

         us. But it never yields up all of its secrets. In the end, the only thing the true New Yorker knows about New York is that

         it is unknowable.

      


      Obviously, all attempts at imposing symmetry are doomed. But it can be said with some modest confidence that for each of us

         there are two New Yorks: the city we think we know and the Secret City. The first is inhabited by friends and enemies, relatives

         and acquaintances, and to some extent by the public figures of the time; we understand its rules and protocols; we discuss

         it at dinner or on the telephone or in bed.

      


      But the Secret City is barely glimpsed. Often it is as different from the familiar city as the New York of Louis Auchincloss

         is from the New York of John Gotti. There are some doors in this city that are forever closed to strangers; some are among

         the satrapies of the Upper East Side; some are in Ridgewood. You see a New Yorker who has established dominion over one of

         the great Wall Street firms; he has done his work with honor and responsibility, and now he and his family lead gilded lives.

         In the precincts where he works, he is treated with respect, a certain awe, and even, among those who depend upon him for

         advancement, a small amount of fear. But his accomplishments, his reputation, his existence mean nothing at all to this other

         New Yorker, a good carpenter from Fort Greene, who makes objects of wood that might be around long after the first man is

         dead. For each man, the other lives in the Secret City.

      


      Each day, the citizens of these hidden worlds pass one another in the street and almost never connect. Here we are on West

         47th Street on a Tuesday afternoon plump with spring. Out on the sidewalks are the grandees and supplicants of the world of

         diamonds, gold, precious stones; they deal, trade, bargain with one another; they decode fresh news from Antwerp and the Urals.

         And moving among them is a professor of Romance languages, now turning, abruptly adjusting his stride, then angling through

         traffic toward the Gotham Book Mart. He sidesteps the elated young accountant from Forest Hills who is carrying on his shoulder

         a brand-new VCR from 47th Street Photo.

      


      As he enters the splendid old bookstore, he is brushed by the messenger from the commercial-art studio, rushing to pick up

         photostats. He doesn’t even see the professional wrestler who is going to consult his back doctor. All inhabit separate worlds,

         different cities. And if it’s impossible even to know 47th Street between Fifth and Sixth, how could anyone ever hope to know

         the great sprawling anarchic city itself?

      


      One can’t. Sometimes I wander the city without plan or destination, cooling out after a prolonged bout of work. And if I’m

         now too old to be surprised, I can be intrigued. More than once, I’ve found myself on West End Avenue, staring up at the old

         pre-war buildings. They are like vertical neighborhoods, the most obvious symbols of the vertical city, with their penthouses

         snug and distant at the apex. And I try to imagine the lives lived within their walls.

      


      Who is the man with the white hair and the grave manner standing at that sixth-floor window? His hands are behind his back.

         He looks down into the avenue, but occasionally his mouth moves, he glances behind him. I imagine the air thick with Freudian

         orthodoxies, and some troubled human being supine upon a couch, while lacerated murmurs beg for peace.

      


      Two floors above, there are four windows so filthy that the glass resembles membrane. I conjure an atmosphere of retreat and

         withdrawal, some final decision to avoid all further disappointment, to move until the end through loveless rooms full of

         shrouded furniture, dusty books, and old newspapers, like the Collyer brothers when I was young. On such days, I never investigate;

         sometimes the most terrible thing of all is to confirm what you have only imagined.

      


      Those apartments are part of the Secret City, a place that is a part of New York, and therefore dense and layered and always

         plural. But that very density is always changing, those layers shifting, new elements being added to the pluralism. As soon

         as you think you have figured out New York, have located its poles and its center of gravity, the city’s axis shifts again.

         A disco or restaurant is suddenly hot; a year later, it’s in Chapter n. You read learned treatises about white flight, the

         triumph of the suburbs, the end of middle-class New York; within months, white families are contending with black families

         for the same run-down real estate and, hey, where did all those Koreans come from? The place is simply too large, too dynamic,

         too infinitely various and mysterious. Almost all of us live with what Alvin Toffler might have more properly called present

         shock.

      


      That might be why there has never been a great novel about New York. The best New York novels have been fragments, pieces

         about the garment district, Wall Street, the lives of the rich, the agony of the slums, the treacheries of the theater or

         the Mob or the magazine business. They are often as brilliant as tesserae, and as incomplete. The New Yorks described by Scott

         Fitzgerald and Jerome Weidman, Truman Capote and Norman Mailer, E. L. Doctorow and William Styron, Jimmy Breslin and Henry

         James, Jay Mclnerney and John Cheever, Edith Wharton and John O’Hara, John Dos Passos and Daniel Fuchs and Mario Puzo (to

         name only a few), simply have nothing in common with one another. Forget literary mastery, craft, the sense of place. It’s

         the vision of each writer that is completely different. Each sees a certain New York and reveals it to the rest of us. But it’s usually

         not our New York. We can go to London and still see Dickens. Balzac’s ghost prowls Paris. Raymond Chandler seems to have invented

         Los Angeles. But we never see one writer when we look at New York. The great novel of twentieth-century New York might be

         the Daily News.


      There are, of course, a number of forces that sometimes unify the city we know and the Secret City: weather, sports, television.

         But when you see the children of the rich prancing like Lippizaner stallions through the Upper East Side, you do not need

         a degree in anthropology to realize that they are different from the people on the corner of 5th Street and Avenue C. Not

         better or worse. Simply different. Separated by money, history, and unearned privilege from their fellow citizens. The woman

         in Crown Heights, her husband gone, struggling to keep off welfare and send her children each morning to school, inhabits

         a universe different from that of those women with predatory faces that you see in Bendel’s. I know second-generation New

         Yorkers who have never been to Brooklyn; I know Brooklynites who have never been to Radio City Music Hall. Class separates

         us. And rank, identity, esteem, and prestige.

      


      All such distinctions express themselves in a variety of ways, and many of them can seem alien. Young black kids in the Secret

         City of Bed-Stuy or Brownsville talk endlessly about “my image.” Not about the self. Nor about a true understanding of one’s

         strengths and limits. No: They preen and pose and brag about their elaborately constructed masks. They aren’t alone. The white

         kids downtown spend endless hours creating punk uniforms to trundle off to that week’s rock club. The rest of us stand off

         and watch, usually amused, almost always separated from any true contact because of the impenetrability of the masks. Look

         (we say): inhabitants of the Secret City. Sometimes we can marvel at their amazing labors and ferocious choices: They have

         decided to perform their lives instead of living them. But after the glance and the wisecrack, we move on. That’s their New York; it’s not ours. And, of course, they are making similar judgments about us.

      


      Sometimes the appearance of people from the Secret City can be disturbing. Most New Yorkers succumb easily to the instinct

         to make the world smaller and therefore more manageable. We construct our own parishes. Here are our friends. There are our

         restaurants and shops and the movie house. This is our favorite bar. There is the church or synagogue. Here, among these familiar

         streets and places, we are known. We are safe. We hope such places will last a lifetime. And, of course, they don’t. One morning

         the butcher dies and his children sell the place and move to Florida. The condominium racketeers show up and soon Mrs. Flanagan

         and Mrs. Moloff are no longer on the bench beside the park across the street and we’ve lost a piece of the intricate mesh

         of daily life. A nameless developer alights on the block and a few months later the earthmovers and cranes are pummeling away,

         and two bars vanish, and a bodega, and the barbershop where the bookmaker took bets.

      


      Now there are new people on the block. And new buildings. And the parish has permanently changed. Who are these people, asks the old New Yorker, and where did they all come from?

      


      They came from the Secret City. That is, they came from beyond the parish. Their vision of New York is not ours. And often

         the older New Yorker closes up, denies the new, retreats into those entombed cities of memory and loss. Many of the young

         can’t understand the almost permanent nostalgia of older New Yorkers.

      


      Why are the middle-aged always talking, at the risk of maudlin cliché, about the Old Neighborhood, about places gone and buried,

         about Ebbets Field and Birdland, the Cedar Tavern and the old Paramount? The reason is probably simple: In those places, they

         were happy. Sentimentality is almost always a form of resentment.

      


      But in a very important way, this is terribly sad. By retreating from the new or the foreign or the strange, the New Yorker

         cuts himself off from the throbbing engine of the city itself. The city’s fabled energy is the result of millions of small

         daily collisions: the push and shove followed by resistance or collapse. That remorseless process often affects individual

         lives; it alters entire neighborhoods; and without it, we would be dead.

      


      So the other New York, the Secret City, shouldn’t really be a blank on the maps, marked with the legend DRAGONS LURK HERE. Whether we accept it or not, the unknown, remote, and alien city is there, all around us, relating to the city we know the

         way anti-matter relates to matter. There are zones of the Secret City that can provoke rage; you must enter them with a patient

         fatalism. In New York, there will never be an end to self-importance, malice, the iron heart, so you learn to cherish the

         latest exhibits.

      


      After a while, you smile in appreciation of the idiotic snobberies that so many people embrace as substitutes for thought.

         You await with enthusiasm this year’s Golden Couple — there is one every year, in every set — and watch them migrate as if

         they were the center of the population, serene, self-absorbed, supremely blessed. Then you wait for the line in the gossip

         columns announcing the final rupture. The details don’t really matter. For the time that the Golden Couple was everywhere

         in the hamlet of society, they offered delicious entertainment. That is the way to see them. Not with envy or spite or some

         nagging sense that you are missing something by not moving in their orbit. Such people exist in a New York of their own making;

         next year, their successors will unfurl their diaphanous flags.

      


      You can maintain some distance by looking at another Secret City: that of the mendicants, the poor and homeless, that squalid

         Calcutta of the New York heart. This is most certainly not entertainment; these people are not mere performers. Most are trapped

         in a permanent indigence, steady reminders that there is nothing ennobling about poverty. It is a simple matter to look away

         from them, to ignore their desperate marginality. But to do so is to live an illusion, to invent a New York that doesn’t exist.

         These people, along with the almost 900,000 men, women, and children on welfare, are part of a city that doesn’t read the

         New York Times, doesn’t think about takeover bids, the hot new restaurants, the bond market, the next Democratic candidate, nuclear war,

         or nuclear disarmament. They are not waiting for tickets to Les Misérables. They have more elemental concerns: food, drink, shelter, survival.

      


      Such people give us perspective about our own lives, serving as heartbreaking reminders that living in this city can be precarious

         at best but that even our most fruitless encounters and dispiriting defeats are as nothing compared to the life of the man

         living each night in a cardboard box on the street. Our relative freedom from want should encourage mobility, propel us into

         small adventures. In New York, we don’t have to go far. On almost any given day, we can face grotesqueries; the next day might

         be riddled with ambiguity; and even for those of us trapped in offices, stamping away at a million documents like the man

         in Kurosawa’s Ikiru, there is the possibility of surprise.

      


      You walk down an avenue in Chelsea and hollow-eyed men in filthy coats implore you to grant them alms; two blocks later, every

         other woman is beautiful, with dark, flirting eyes; at the next corner, a religious lunatic pursues you, flaying you for your

         sins, preaching your doom in capital letters. At lunch, a friend’s wife starts blabbing on about channeling and past-life

         experiences and the joys of life in dear old Atlantis; the waiter tells you that the Mets have scored two runs in the bottom

         of the second; word arrives that a guy you knew has died of AIDS.In a little over an hour, you have experienced pity, lust, anger, incomprehension, elation, loss. At last you leave, and at

         the corner, a group of hustlers, peddling crack, fake Rolexes, used books, sees you and is suddenly tense, poised for action,

         like an orchestra awaiting a downbeat.

      


      And all around you lies the Secret City. Forgotten alleys, houses with lost histories, streets turbulent with the emanations

         of power. Places so new the odor of paint stains the air; others so old that they are to a neophyte explorer incredibly new

         and surprising. There are places only a few know about; others that are so commonplace we forget they exist. All are there

         to be savored, enjoyed, rejected. Some of my own favorites are those monuments to the great swaggering days of nineteenth-century

         capitalism, whispering to us across the decades. The shades of old brigands seem to be looking on in judgment from these places,

         mocking the arrogant ziggurats of the Trumps, sneering at the assorted felonies of their successors on the Street. But surely

         if they could look down from the ramparts of those old fortresses, they would also be comforted. Certainly the rampaging ferocity

         of the present crop of the newly rich makes the old robber barons look nearly austere. You see the new crowd all over the

         city now, feverishly spending, talking ceaselessly about money, being cruel to waiters and rude to their neighbors. They are

         citizens of that Secret City whose only fulcrum is greed.

      


      But it’s still possible to move around New York without being appalled by either hollow grandeur or unspeakable degradation.

         There are other places, too, along with the unpredictable people who make them possible. Most often, they don’t have a line

         of stretch limousines double-parked outside. They are on streets where the sky is not yet blocked by the extravagant dwellings

         of coke dealers and Euro-trash. They permit intimacy. They adhere to the emotional codes of the parish. They are not retailed

         in the shrill treble of the huckster. They certainly can’t be found by staying home.

      


      But they are there, they are there.…It’s still possible, whether you are native or stranger, equipped with a guidebook or

         only the senses, to go forth on a glorious New York morning, turn a sudden corner and discover with astonishment that you

         are capable of surprise. On such days, you can then surrender to the most romantic and tragic emotion of all: You want to

         live forever.

      


      NEW YORK,


      May 4, 1987


   

      ON THE STREET / I


      This was at two in the morning on Columbus Avenue, with a cold wind blowing from the river. I came out of an all-night deli

         with some coffee and the papers. On the corner, a black man in a filthy down jacket was poking around in a garbage can. There

         was a large brown plastic bag beside him on the sidewalk. He found a piece of uneaten bagel and four empty Diet Pepsi cans.

         He slipped the bagel in his jacket pocket. The cans went in the plastic bag. He glared, his yellow eyes peering at me from

         above a mask of thick wiry beard. Then he spit toward me. At last, I was home.

      


      “Choo lookin’ at, man?” he said. “Never seen no homeless person before?” He glanced at the window of a boutique. “Miss Ethel

         sprayed the sink,” he said, lifting his bag, rattling the cans. “They all down by the creek, where the ballfield be.” Then

         he was off, talking to himself as he loped toward Broadway, carrying a bag of cans whose redemption would be easier than ours.

      


      I was back in the New York of the ’80s. And, of course, that hostile man with the plastic bag on his shoulder and the split

         screen in his head wasn’t alone, wasn’t some municipal oddity. If you have been away for a while, as I have been, such people

         are the first you see: without jobs or families or shelter. This defeated army of mendicants seems made up of winos and junkies

         and the quite literally insane, but many of its unwilling recruits have simply run out of luck.

      


      There are other signs of barbarism here too: the scarred lumpy streets (the great civic monument of the Koch administration

         might be the steel plate covering the hole in the street); the need for the stupefaction of drugs among all social classes;

         fear and tension in the subways; and the continuing scandal of housing. Shelter is one of the most elemental human needs but

         in New York now it is largely beyond the means of many people. Some end up homeless. Others must settle for less than they

         need. God help the man or woman grown old in this city, heavy with books, records, the valued accumulations of a lifetime,

         and forced suddenly to move. There is nowhere to go.

      


      What is extraordinary is that the general population hasn’t risen in outrage. A major reason for this passivity in the face

         of torment is the deepening cynicism and fatalism of most New Yorkers. Again, this is most clear if you have been away awhile.

         The administration of poor Ed Koch has been the most corrupt since Jimmy Walker, but not a single figure has risen from the

         general muck to challenge him, as La Guardia rose from the Seabury investigations. For the last decade, our politicians cheated,

         lied, plundered the town; now a few of them are on the way to the pen. But who would turn to another politician for aid against

         the corrupt flood? Not a New Yorker.

      


      But for a returned pilgrim, the worst single change in the last year is the racism — black and white — unleashed since a black

         man was chased to his death by a young white mob in Howard Beach. In subways, on buses, in casual encounters on the street,

         I’ve seen more antiwhite hostility than at any time since the months following the murder of Martin Luther King in 1968. Many

         young blacks seem to be spoiling for a fight; to some extent this need to strike back is understandable; but the level of

         racism isn’t lowered by such collisions. This form of the black response is itself racism; nobody wants to be beaten or killed

         because of the color of their skin. It’s disgusting when whites do it to blanks; it is equally disgusting when blacks do it

         to whites, and to recite the history of slavery and oppression in America to justify it is itself a condescending form of

         racism.

      


      In this city, racism is not an abstraction to be discussed in a sociology class; usually the virus comes from concrete experience.

         Many blacks can cite a catalogue of insults and injuries, from the refusal of a cab driver to stop on a rainy night to the

         white policeman using his baton as if he were judge, jury, and executioner. But this is also true of those who are victimized

         by blacks. The other day I saw four well-dressed black teenagers coming along Broadway. It was midafternoon. School was just

         out. They went past a Korean fruit and vegetable store, and then, all at once, darted back. Each stole something: an orange,

         a cantaloupe, an apple, some grapes. They began to run, and a Korean man in his forties ran after them in vain. But when he

         came back he was still seething with fury.

      


      “I work, I work!” he shouted in a thin, high, frustrated voice. “I work all day, all night. And they steal They just steal. They don’t work. It’s not fair!” The man said he just didn’t understand. This happens three, four times

         a week; never the same young men; always blacks. Would four Koreans come down the street and steal from a black grocer? “Why

         don’t they work?” After six years in this country, and two years in business, “they” had become a loaded word in his vocabulary.

         And probably a permanent one.

      


      Driving through central Brooklyn one afternoon, through mile after mile of men clustered together on street corners while

         women without men were engulfed by children, driving through blasted streets smelling of defeat and abandonment, I remembered

         a scene I had witnessed many times last year in the cities of the American South: black families dining together in restaurants.

         Children. A mother. A father. I’ve been back in New York now for five weeks and haven’t seen such an event yet. Thirty years

         after the freedom rides, the North might now have much to learn from the South.

      


      Squalor is, of course, only part of the city. This remains a city of enormous energy, great museums and theaters, generosity

         and wit, splendid architecture. But in my half-century here, I’ve never seen social disparity as violently drastic as it is

         now. In the evenings in Manhattan, you often pass among people who look like drawings by George Grosz. Suddenly and ferociously

         rich, the men eat their way through the city, consuming food, wine, art, real estate, companies, stores, neighborhoods. They

         are all appetite and no mind, no heart. During the day the women prowl Madison Avenue or 57th Street as if searching for prey,

         buying clothes, buying breasts, buying paintings, buying status. In a city where human beings struggle for the privilege of

         sleeping over subway grates, these people even have money to hire “art advisers”; this is like hiring a fuck adviser.

      


      One day, soon after I was back, I wandered around Wall Street to look at the inhabitants. Every other person seemed high,

         either on cocaine or the platinum roar of the stock market. In one of the restaurants, I struck up a conversation with a broker.

         I asked him if any of the immense transactions in the bull market would produce either goods or jobs. “No, just money,” he

         said and laughed. But when I asked him if the sight of the homeless disturbed him, the grin turned to a sneer: “Hey, man,

         there’s nothing I can do about that. That’s an old movie. That’s the ’60s, pal.”

      


      Well, no, not the ’60s. The ’80s. But for all of that it was good to be home.


      VILLAGE VOICE,


      May 5, 1987


   

      GOD IS IN THE DETAILS


      The wonder is that there is any beauty left at all. The century’s assault has been relentless. Every year, another fragment

         of grace or style or craft is obliterated from New York, to be replaced by the brutally functional or the commercially coarse.

         Vandalism is general. I don’t mean only those morons with spray cans, whose brainless signatures now mar even the loveliest

         old carved stone. There are corporate vandals, too, political vandals, and vandals equipped with elaborate aesthetic theories.

         They never rest, and when they strike, their energy is ferocious.

      


      And yet, beauty persists — scattered across the city, the beauty of nature, and of things made by men and women. There is

         beauty above as people hurry through the city streets. It nestles behind the fortress walls of banal structures, and sometimes

         stands unrevealed before our eyes. In recent years, the Landmarks Preservation Commission, the Municipal Art Society, and

         other groups have done splendid work preserving what remains of the past, but much is already lost, and everywhere there are

         valuable and beautiful creations under threat. Still, there are places whose value need not be ratified by a committee; they

         are hidden islands of the marvelous, capable of evoking emotional, even mysterious, responses.

      


      I don’t know the name of the sculptor whose flowers, cupids, and ornamental letters adorn the façade of the Stuyvesant Polyclinic,

         on Second Avenue between St. Marks Place and 9th Street, but I love his excess, the showering extravagance of his talent.

         The man who wrought the iron steps and balconies of the townhouse at 328 East 18th Street is unknown to me, but although he

         did his job in 1852, his work is here today to pleasure the eye. The Montauk Club, in Brooklyn, has always been part of my

         life; as a child, I’d gaze up at the frieze of Indians around the top of the building and invent tales to go with those faces

         and figures; today, I marvel at the audacity of the men who made the building, shamelessly lifting the basic design from a

         Venetian palace and then localizing it with a narrative of the first Americans.

      


      All such places have a personal meaning. Why do the sprawling Victorian houses in Clinton Hill seem so melancholy now? Powerful

         men once lived in this Brooklyn neighborhood, in the area around Pratt Institute, raising huge families far from the congestion

         of Manhattan; in summer now I expect to see Mark Twain emerge onto a porch in a white suit to hector the millionaires who

         are his hosts, or I envision Jack Johnson walking defiantly on these streets with his white wife. The Billopp House, on Staten

         Island, can summon a more remote era; built in 1680 by the British military man who won Staten Island from New Jersey in a

         boat race, this austere and serene building stands at one end of Hylan Boulevard like a reproof. In front of such a house,

         or on Grace Court, in Brooklyn, or along some of the elegant streets of Bedford-Stuyvesant, there comes the urge to be still.

      


      Stillness, in fact, is probably the only condition that will allow the city’s beauty to reveal itself. You can’t experience

         it from the window of a careening taxi, or rushing from subway to office. Time must be taken, imagination engaged. I’m convinced

         that one of this city’s greatest architects was a Brooklynite named Ernest Flagg, who died in 1947 at age 90. He designed

         the old Mills hotel, on Bleecker Street (the Village Gate is on the ground floor), St. Luke’s Hospital, and the Flagg Court

         housing complex, in Bay Ridge. He had a long, productive career, living in a house of his own design at 109 East 40th Street

         and on an estate on Staten Island.

      


      Today, he is almost completely forgotten — except for two masterpieces. One is the “little” Singer building, at 561 Broadway,

         near Prince Street, complete with wrought-iron railings, its façade sheathed in orange and blue terra-cotta. The other is

         the Scribner bookstore, at 597 Fifth Avenue. His greatest masterpiece, however, is gone. This was the Singer tower, at 149

         Broadway, a Beaux-Arts extravaganza full of decoration and briefly the tallest building in the world when it went up in 1908.

         I used to visit there when I worked downtown at the old New York Post; the building was a romantic affront to all the reigning dogmas of the Bauhaus. I loved it. Then it fell into the hands of

         United States Steel and was, of course, demolished.

      


      And yet the eclectic, imperialist confidence of that old building made it part of New York in a way that many newer buildings

         will never be. Sometimes I go downtown to look at the “little” Singer building (now the Paul Building), which is a more handsome

         example of Flagg’s work than the tower, and I wonder what New York would be like today if his vision (and those of his contemporaries)

         had prevailed, instead of the bullying blankness of the International Style. Certainly this would be a more visually interesting

         city. Flagg’s buildings have detail, ornament, proportion, and, most important, surprise. The eye can move from floor to roof

         of the Singer/Paul building and be at once assured by the proportions and surprised by the decoration. Are Flagg’s buildings

         functional? I don’t really know; I’ve never worked in one of them. But if the function of a bookstore is to sell books, then

         the Scribner shop is certainly functional; I can never enter that store without buying a book.

      


      The great triumph of the International Style gave us an architecture of planes, textures, proportions, devoid of ornament.

         Form must follow function, we were told, over and over and over again. Conveniently, this message coincided with the desire

         of real-estate men to get maximum bang for the buck. Ornament, stonework, detail cost money; get rid of them, create an aesthetic

         that makes such cost cutting appear to be a form of modernism, and the result could be an instant fortune. In schools of art

         and architecture after World War II, an entire generation was instructed to bow before the creations of Ludwig Mies van der

         Rohe and Walter Gropius. Today, I’m convinced that the entire movement was a gigantic mistake. No wonder that the graffiti

         artist gazes at the dull, blank, almost totalitarian surfaces of the International Style and begins to decorate. His decorations

         may be ugly, acts of vandalism, but the urge to impose a human presence can be understood.

      


      I realize that I’m speaking here for unfashionable values. Yes, I can look at the Seagram Building and realize what Mies was

         driving at. On rainy days, I can enjoy the atrium of the Ford Foundation, and I’ve even spent some pleasant hours among the

         lavish Vegas-isms of the Trump Tower. But nobody can tell me that the latest version of Madison Square Garden is an improvement

         on the old Penn Station any more than I can be convinced that the mucky color and primitive draftsmanship of Willem de Kooning

         are an improvement over, say, John Singer Sargent. The new is different, but it isn’t better; to say it is, given the evidence,

         is preposterous. Less is rarely more. Less is more often merely less.

      


      Forgive the arrogance, but I believe that most New Yorkers share those sentiments. One reason we live here, instead of Los

         Angeles or Phoenix or Houston, is that the past is intricately involved in our lives. Like some residents of New Orleans or

         San Francisco, among American cities, we feel personally damaged when a hunk of the past is removed. We don’t like change.

         We want the places we loved when we were growing up to be there for our children. Yes, everything changes; this is one reason

         nostalgia corrodes so many New Yorkers and always has. The anonymous author of the 1866 guide to New York called New York as It Is begins his book with these words:

      


      “The denizens of New York are such utilitarians that they have sacrificed to the shrine of Mammon almost every relic of the

         olden time. The feeling of veneration for the past, so characteristic of the cities of the Old World, is lamentably deficient

         among the people of the New.”

      


      The condition and the protest remain essentially the same. But it is no accident that so many of the unseen beauties of New

         York are survivors from the past. Most New Yorkers have their own private places. Those places most often evoke the past.

         For example, I sometimes enjoy visiting the traffic island in Grand Army Plaza, in Brooklyn, with its dumb modern monument

         to John F. Kennedy and its wonderful Bailey Fountain (all Neptunes and Tritons and memories of the Piazza Navona). I walk

         around the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Memorial Arch, with its evocations of the Etoile, in Paris, and look at the fine bas-relief

         of Lincoln by Thomas Eakins, and then stare up at the rest. I know that the heroic statuary at the top of this and similar

         monuments is essentially rhetoric; it propagates patriotic myths; it glorifies values I don’t share. And yet, I prefer looking

         at it to gazing at Calder or Donald Judd. I not only think about the formal values of the work, the craft, the belief in the

         well-made thing, but also imagine the artist’s studio, his rough hands, his friends dropping in to chat, the delivery of the

         great piece to its present site. I wonder who was president at the time, and what the newspapers said, and what happened to

         the models.

      


      Those are, of course, impure reactions. But in some peculiar way the work that provokes them is doing what great art does:

         It invokes a sense of continuity with the past, joining us to the generations that came before ours, forcing an obligation

         to the generations that will follow. When I show my daughters Nathan Silver’s Lost New York, or the “then” and “now” photographs in various books from Dover Publications, they are angry that they’ll never have the

         chance to see any of those vanished places. And I’m angry because in nearly every case the building that replaced the old

         was inferior in style, craft, and even function to the thing removed.

      


      If there is a lesson in those pictures of the hidden beauty of New York, it may be this: Leave things alone. Give up the idea

         of constant renewal, that variation on the dream of perpetual youth. Seek what is truly valuable. Embrace it. Protect it.

         Love it.

      


      NEW YORK,


      December 26, 1983-January 2, 1984


   

      ON THE STREET / 2


      This is how a life can end: It is the tail end of the lunch hour, Tuesday, March 4, and I’m in a taxi with my daughter, moving downtown on Seventh Avenue.

         The sky is sullen, the color of gruel. In the garment district, traffic inches along, blocked by double-parked trucks, men

         pushing carts, buses heaving their great bulk across lanes. Horns blare; men curse. A tractor-trailer stands across 34th Street

         like a wall.

      


      This is how a life can end: The huge truck moves, and the blocked downtown traffic begins at last to move. Usually, it’s like water rushing from a burst

         dam. Today, the rush doesn’t happen. The lights are blinking green all the way to 23rd Street, but there is no clear passage

         for traffic. On every street, pedestrians are crossing the avenue, ignoring red lights, jaywalking in the center of the block.

         A mustached young man comes close, allows the taxi to pass within inches, performs a capeless veronica, matador of Seventh

         Avenue. A black man snarls angrily as if the taxi were challenging his right to jaywalk. A sockless man with a Jesus beard

         stands in the middle of the avenue looking at the sky. Our taxi is at the front of the knot of traffic; the driver is in his

         thirties, lean and dark, anxious. He is beeping his horn, riding his brake pedal.

      


      This is how a life can end: We slow down at 31st Street as a dozen jaywalkers hurry to safety. “These people are nuts,” I say. The cab driver shakes

         his head: “Now you know why cab drivers go crazy.” Dark laughter. A man eating a hot dog in the middle of our lane jumps back

         and curses. Then up ahead, we see a dense group of people crossing against the red light at 28th Street. The taxi driver crosses

         29th, still riding the brake, clearing a path with his horn. We are in the second lane from the right. Most of the jaywalkers

         are young, and they hurry to the safety of the corners. But there’s a second group beyond the corner, in our lane. A tractor-trailer

         is illegally parked at a bus stop and these people are waiting for the bus. The driver slows, still making staccato bursts

         with his horn.

      


      And then directly in front of us, oblivious to everything, looking straight ahead as he walks west against the red light,

         is an older man. Until this moment, he has been screened by those who have hurried to the corner, and now he is suddenly,

         vulnerably, alone. The driver blares the horn, hits the brakes, tries to move left, finds that lane blocked by another car,

         and then there is a hard socking thump, metal smashing into bone, and a blurred image of the man as we go by, the man rolling,

         brakes screeching, my daughter’s scream, and we are stopped.

      


      I look at the older man, who is on his back. Blood pumps from his mouth. He is shoeless. His body doesn’t move. And then the

         crowd, frozen in horror, comes alive. The driver is breathing shallowly, his head on the wheel, holding the wheel with both

         hands, gripping it. “No,” he says. “No. No.” He taps his head on the wheel. “Shit.” He gazes to his left, away from the fallen

         man, and then slowly turns, sees the smear of blood. “No,” he says. “No.”

      


      My daughter is sobbing now, and I try to comfort her, and I hear people shouting, “Don’t move him” and “Call the police, you

         asshole, call the police.” And then part of the crowd turns ugly. A suety young man in a zipper jacket comes to the door on

         the driver’s side. “You doin’ sebenty miles an hour, man! You murder the guy!” Another shouts: “Fuckin’ cab driver, runnin’

         the yellow light, yeah, that muthafucka!”

      


      I get out of the cab. There are no police on the scene yet and all of this has happened in a couple of minutes. I try to calm

         down the angrier people, explaining I was in the cab, that the driver wasn’t speeding, that the old man simply had not responded,

         that he was clearly walking across the red light. “Still, he should go slow! Look, that’s an old man!”


      That’s the way most of us are in New York these days; we have been trained by television and politics to retaliate. An old

         man is knocked to the ground by a cab, his life spilling onto the dirty tar, and people want to hurt someone back. The driver

         starts out of the cab. The suety man screams at him. The cab driver explains with some heat about his speed, about his horn,

         about the red light, but the suety man’s eyes are blazing and others are behind him. The passions of a mob are stirring in

         the cold damp air. “Mothafucka, you drive like a crazy man …”

      


      I tell the driver to get back in the cab and keep quiet. Then behind us, pushing through the clotted traffic, comes a police

         car. The crowd abruptly ends its transformation into a mob. More sirens in the distance. The sense of time slowed is replaced

         by time become swift. Cops and medics work expertly on the stricken man; his body is covered with rubber sheets for warmth;

         they press down on his chest. Younger cops move the crowd onto the sidewalk, others try to get the traffic moving. An older

         cop with a sad, grave face picks up the man’s brown loafers.

      


      “I’m through,” the driver says. “I can never drive a cab again. I can’t even drive this one today.” He says he was born in

         Spain and his family moved to the Dominican Republic when he was six; he has lived in New York since his teens. That night,

         after months of waiting, he was to see La Cage aux folles. “How can I see something like that after this?”

      


      This is how a life can end: The cops take statements. An ambulance arrives from St. Vincent’s and the bloody-faced man is placed on a stretcher and into

         the back; it moves off with siren screaming, slowing behind jammed traffic at 23rd Street. From the lofts of the furriers

         above the avenue, people gaze down at the scene. Beside the tractor-trailer, there is a two-foot strand of blood, bright red

         against the dirty tar, and some plastic tubes that had been slipped down the stricken man’s throat. His gray plaid hat has

         rolled under the truck and lies beside the curb. I see a policeman’s hand reach down, circle it with chalk, pick it up. A

         pause. Then he drops it back in place.

      


      “I know this man,” a white-haired man whispers. “I saw him 20 minutes ago.” I ask him for his name and the name of the man

         who has been carried away. He is reluctant to give either, and drifts away. The police are also careful; they first want to

         notify next of kin. The cab driver (still waiting for formal questions) hears this: “Is he — is the man dead?” The cop shrugs

         sadly. The driver leans on his cab, his body wracked with dry heaves.

      


      This is how a life can end: All the questions have been asked, the forms filled in, names given, witnesses questioned. About an hour has passed. Traffic

         now moves quickly down the avenue. There is tape where the taxi’s wheels had come to a halt, darkening blood and chalk marks

         and a hat where the old man had come to the end of his life. A woman moves between two parked cars, waits for a break in traffic,

         hurries across the street. She never sees the blood. A gust of wind lifts the dead man’s sporty little hat and rolls it back

         against the curb.
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      March 18, 1986


   

      BRIDGE OF DREAMS


      In all years and all seasons, the bridge was there. We could see it from the roof of the tenement where we lived, the stone

         towers rising below us from the foreshortened streets of downtown Brooklyn. We saw it in newspapers and at the movies and

         on the covers of books, part of the signature of the place where we lived. Sometimes, on summer afternoons during World War

         II, my mother would gather me and my brother Tom and my sister, Kathleen, and we’d set out on the most glorious of walks.

         We walked for miles, leaving behind the green of Prospect Park, passing factories and warehouses and strange neighborhoods,

         crossing a hundred streets and a dozen avenues, seeing the streets turn green again as we entered Brooklyn Heights, pushing

         on, beaded with sweat, legs rubbery, until, amazingly, looming abruptly in front of us, stone and steel and indifferent, was

         The Bridge.

      


      It was the first man-made thing that I knew was beautiful. We could walk across it, gazing up at the great arc of the cables.

         We could hear the sustained eerie musical note they made when combed by the wind (augmented since by the hum of automobile

         tires), and we envied the gulls that played at the top of those arches. The arches were Gothic, and provided a sense of awe

         that was quite religious. And awe infused the view of the great harbor, a view my mother embellished by describing to us the

         ships that had brought her and so many other immigrants to America — the Irish and the Italians and the Jews, the Germans,

         the Poles, and the Swedes, all of them crowding the decks, straining to see their newfound land. What they saw first was the

         Statue of Liberty, and the skyline, and The Bridge. The Brooklyn Bridge.

      


      My mother would tell us these things and then lead us down to the Manhattan side and show us Park Row, where the newspapers

         were, and City Hall, where a wonderful man named Fiorello worked as mayor, and the Woolworth Building, gleaming in the sun.

         Near dusk we’d take the trolley car back across to Brooklyn. I remember on one of those trips wanting to jump out and climb

         The Bridge’s cables and wrap my arms around those stone towers; nothing that immense could be real. The impulse quickly vanished.

         I had already walked the promenade and touched the stone and run my hands along the steel; I was from Brooklyn, and to me

         The Bridge was not a ghost, a painting, a photograph, or a dream. It was a fact. In the years that followed, everything changed,

         including me, but The Bridge was always there.

      


      It has been there now for a hundred summers. Fiorello is gone, and so are the newspapers of Park Row. The last trolley crossed

         The Bridge in 1950. The Bridge has been altered, cluttered with the ugly advancements of the twentieth century. But it is

         as beautiful to me today as it was when I was young and had more innocent eyes. I was a teenager before I realized that all

         those puny, misshapen other bridges across the river even had names.

      


      There was a long time in my life when I didn’t see much of The Bridge, except from the roof or the back window. The reason

         was simple: Trolleys were replaced by automobiles, and nobody I knew in our neighborhood owned a car. But then when I was

         sixteen, I got a job in the Brooklyn Navy Yard as a sheet-metal worker, and at lunchtime we would wander out along the cobblestone

         streets beside the dry docks, and from there we could look up at The Bridge. “Now the cats that built that,” a black welder named Fred Thompson said to me one day, “they knew what they were doin’.”
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