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1-78, NJ – November 9


Thundering beasts, monsters everywhere ... packs screaming ... automobile howls. Apocalypse passed through already, the stage left town. Horns fire, tracers of light cut ribbons through the dark. One more then, another story, the last with that fire under me. Forgive me the remains of my youth ... those years when all the time stretching out ahead seems like long enough to right all the wrongs, and with a body so full of life that nothing could ever be insurmountable. Concrete hems me in, high either side in an Interstate grave. I-78.


Down here I am an anomaly, have slipped through gaps: the only thing left that has no place or purpose. Everyone else around is Interstate 78, between junctions 23 and 24: a licence plate, an insurance policy, a verifiable, mobile component in a social-economic landscape. Whereas I’m simply here, still full of all the imprecise cross-purposes that made us human to begin with. In the white floodlight burns the crimson flame of the last creeping ivy, its wick stripped and the final leaves flailing in the wind of the traffic. Horsemen pass, they make their way through the clouds. They canter, horseshoes toll behind stars shut away beyond the sky a blue so cold.


My boots hammer at the hard asphalt, all set rigid so that the only thing that moves in here is sound. It is deafening, is chaos, nothing but a highly regimented panic. A drum pounds out, keeps rhythm on this stationary motion, like a flick-book where each image is at every moment replaced by another all but identical version of itself. One car gives way to the next and between them all they form hydras, rise up Interstate.


I was not supposed to wind up hitchhiking to California, simply found myself doing it when the plans came undone, left me taking that all-American option of drifting aimlessly west when things go wrong, as if better things wait there. Scorched in that hinterland between the coasts, drifting in that ruin, great strips of me fell away and were lost to places and moments where people survive on nothing but miserable nostalgia, refined sugar and a confused sense of loss. De Tocqueville, he had it easy. Out there you find the warnings to the world, and the roadsides — as always — conceal nothing, for all who pass along them are anyway too transitory to warrant deceiving or concealing. Whatever the madness waiting, at least it was a good month in the markets. Bullish, unawares, those things they ticked on over.


In the chill night, the highway breaks to a construction site. I climb in over concrete balustrades, on to the flatbed of the truck that hauled an illuminated sign out here. Bulbs the size of my head point the traffic left, my body glows in the glare. The metal flexes a tocsin underfoot and boom, boom, boom, boom echoes from construction vehicles all around. Narrow spines carry conveyor belts, scoops, generators and Ingerso 11 Rand Rand Rand. I trail beneath the metal drum of a steamroller, the leaning arm of a digger, steel teeth of the scoop shining with the light, nibbling at tarmac. I jump down, slide down a bank of sand, collapsing beneath me, sand to the top of my boot. The traffic is back at my side, the trucks slipstreaming one another, throwing great gusts of wind that break against my back. My thumb stays down. It is against the law to hitchhike after dark in America. That has nothing to do with the judiciary either, it is simply against all law of reason or probability to even try. This is the kingdom of fear and those cars they don’t stop. Fright has them: by day it's bad enough, at night there's not a chance. These guys all know the facts, the statistics: one in thirty Americans are murderers, nine out often of those have beards just like mine. I might have made that up, but that's what statistics are for nowadays, with facts strewn all about and an impression of truth more valuable than any flesh/bone reality you care to name.


Interstate keeps on into New Jersey, heads for Hoboken but all the traffic is being pulled the other way, thrown out of New York then bouncing back in. The roads all point backwards, travelators: the metropolis its own force of gravity, constantly sucking up, in, throwing out, spitting humans like globules of metal-wrapped phlegm. I pick my way through the debris of the reservation: drifts of crisp, dead leaves. I see the naked, plastic dolls with immaculate hair, the books with their pages crimped and ashen, a memory of family outings, of imagination. In the woods beside me I see eyes shine, they turn and then the white tail of a deer races out of sight.


Walking the Interstate at night, and the end of the world has already been and gone. I’m the only one left alive: the only human still standing, the last one on earth. None of them feel a thing. All the rest is traffic and noise, the ceaseless chase, the oblivion to end them all, a progress that never sleeps. Please, let ten thousand years pass before again we talk of progress. I block it all out, only a moment, the most I can manage. Its powers are strong. I bend my will and I stop the noise and still the movement so that I am alone again. The pages of the book flutter up at me, as natural as the flecks of falling snow, they twitch my way. A noise rears up louder than all the others, white lights strike down, the gates are opening, the truck thunders over me, closer than all the rest and the heat of engines warm on my cheek. Pack up the sun, dismantle the moon, the night is torn down and its only remnant some love letter to the world, the pages of the book blowing one to the next.




PART I


NEW YORK CITY


Manhattan - Brooklyn - George Washington Bridge
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Meatpacking District, Manhattan, NYC – November 2


Axels rattled. The delivery fleet pulled out on to Eleventh Avenue, a set of tyres dropped, crushing an empty beer bottle. In the arc of a sickle, the vans followed one another, each full-length driver door wide open to reveal men in their brown postal uniforms. The city sky, dawn, faded a shade of plum, soaking into the red face of the depot with its US flag in the brickwork of the wall. Chassis kept on hammering, kept thudding, booming out as wheels dropped down the cliff face of an iron-braced gutter, just as they had the previous morning. Rubber dragged over crumbling tarmac where the line of post trucks took to the streets and then disappeared one by one. Opposite the depot a tree, its limbs long and trunk thin, was shuttered inside the planks of a scaffold that formed the edge of a building site, soot-blasted branches protruding as if from a set of medieval stocks. An edifice of cars and jeeps, stacked three-high on a tier of girders way up in the air, shone a keen black and reflected the scene of the street like the surface of a dark, metal pond. Sunlight crept in through the hatch of the depot and brushed in silver the steel gullies, hoists and winches, now still, from where Manhattan's parcels had been dispatched.


It was a good time. Sure there’d been some rough years, more than I’d bargained for, but finally I was breaking through, glowing, incandescent. Paid to make movies, and in New York to boot. My head ran amok, caution blown to smithereens. Life rose back up, reconstructed with American Dream. The voice of a hustler whispered in my ear: ‘Man! For a while there, I was worried about you, but just look at you now.’ All that skies-the-limit hot air had turned out right: never give up, persevere, and eventually, everybody finds the thing they’re good at, what they’re meant to do. We all figure out how to make it work.


Manhattan was a fine place for that epiphany to strike home, and in bold strides I made my way up Eleventh, heading for the office where it would all get under way. A wave of yellow leaves shot from up the steps of the subway, blown out on a warm air to land around me with the clatter of a subway carriage below. That city, that metropolis, that colossus — how it towered that morning, how far back on its neck a head must roll in order to clap eyes on sky. Trestles hung from rooftops as workers painted hundred-metre high murals of whisky bottles on to towering walls, that landscape big enough to hold all our dreams with still more to spare. We’ve each been taught how we look on those streets, can picture our lone silhouette strolling avenues with the skyscrapers reduced to nothing but frames for our supreme spectacle. Manhattan offers the grandest insignificance going, some human forest where humans crawl under a canopy in solid glass and brick, each lifting helicopter some tiny homage to you alone.


The advertising confirmed my suspicions and took me in, almost plausible when riding such a high as mine. In New York you find exceptional on every corner. Merit was up in lights, system-works wallpaper, that transcendental ideology that remains the only unifying feature in America's polarised politics. One by one, the billboards made their case. Have an idea. Make it happen came the contribution of the Spanish bank. Let your next project be the one you’re remembered for promised another. An adult college hawked its wares on the side of bus stops, three of its pitches passed me on the streets rolling by: two with the same mother studying in order to earn good and set her daughter up in stage school, a third with a different mother aiming to improve her wages so as to support her daughter, a talented dancer. Work hard and see your children through to stardom: the barometer of good parenting in New York City. Any other time and all this would have seemed oppressive, fanciful, but with that current run of luck, the whole thing was coming across as remarkably well judged.


*


‘What do you mean, “it's been cancelled”?’


That was the most talkative anyone had been all day. It was the nearest we would get to an explanation for the six-hour wait in a lobby without a word, the transatlantic flight now without a purpose. All along it had been obvious that no news was bad news, the ‘Hollywood No’ was waiting for us patiently: the response of those whose time is too precious and important to even bother knocking you back. It was a long, emotionless face that had finally given the confirmation: a messenger-secretary, well versed in breaking illusions. One of us piped up:


‘But what do you mean the project's been cancelled? I thought we were making it work.’


‘Sorry — cancelled — maybe next year.’


We filed out, and the east wind laughed all down 43rd Street.




Bedford-Stuyvesant, NYC – November 3


SMS: ‘Sorry about the project. Really! We’ll sort it out back home.’


Back in London nothing waited for me but landlords and other troubles too rough to mention. Even without the problem of having nowhere to live, I’d learned long before that autumn that, when you’ve nothing in the world to call your own, it's a good bet to spend time in places where you’ve no business expecting things be any different. Broke and without any prospects in the UK was a continuing disappointment, in the US it became possible to kid myself and those I met into believing this a new start and only the calm before the stardom. From a bookstore on St Mark's I bought a map of the USA, opened it out and jumped into its frontiers, weighing up journeys and destinations as if in my own operations room and plotting by which route I could most effectively take America.


Beyond all the pie in the sky, right then I was also feeling the advantage of the foreigner. To those you meet the place you are from becomes a curiosity, prompting mainly questions that spare the nitty-gritty interrogations that reveal who you are to those who know your culture. In the USA they are more interested in hearing about a football team or Buckingham Palace than your job, mortgage or lack of either. However easy air travel might be, people will be impressed that you have made it across the world, and mostly assume you have proved successful enough to leave the place you came from. They take your appearing in their neck of the woods, moreover, as a very tasteful compliment. Showing up and living in cities across the world, amassing anecdotes and insights as I went, I became rich in the currency of geography even as I remained steadfastly poor in financial terms. Because people generally presume the two journey together, equating travel with prosperity, the misunderstanding had served me well for a while already. Your job becomes less interesting than your British accent, and people remain unaware that certain vowels in that vanishing accent place you from an anonymous and economically depressed region of the Midlands.


That autumn, the Midlands town I’d come from was perhaps to play a part in my life a little longer yet. Long ago the place fixed in me a constant need to escape that I still hadn’t quite shaken. Most of my formative years had been spent with a need to get out of where I was, and once you’ve grown up in parts you never wanted to find yourself, you have to actively figure out the instinct to put down roots. Settling doesn’t come naturally. Parents found dead from overdoses, bullying-induced suicide, teenagers who knew what it was to get in a bag of amphetamine and spend a sleepless weekend playing videogames. When the neighbour opposite stabbed his girlfriend to death, the strangest thing was that he’d always seemed an OK guy. I don’t mean to further that burgeoning stash of crime and tragedy-infused poverty pornography ... but growing up close to that lot hardwired me with a need to get out. Always twist, never stick. It's not that any one of those catastrophes was so commonplace, but when they happened, it had never seemed quite so tragic as it should.


Those impulses all contributed to me taking a gamble on some half-baked film project in New York. Then, when what should always have seemed inevitable finally happens and it doesn’t work out, when even New York City starts reminding you of your problems, you jump again, hotfoot it west. Cities beckoned me with different curiosities: Seattle on its isthmus beside the Pacific, New Orleans down in the Louisiana bayou, Durango in Colorado, perhaps even the man-made oil sprawl of Houston could be worth a visit. For a while I weighed it up, but really, in such a spot as that, in the United States there exists only one time-honoured option. California. San Francisco, and with me still junked up so high on America to find myself believing the plan resembled a sensible course of action. There were a couple of people I knew there, no more than friends of friends really, but if you’re going to be a travel writer, the first certainty is that you’re going to have to travel: to learn to haul yourself, for no real reason, through life less orderly.


After a day of drifting, however, and whatever the whistling call of the freight trains, leaving New York City right off the bat had started to seem a taller order ... an awful lot of middle America separated me from whatever might await on the West Coast. I’d crested the peak of my mood, could feel myself wavering as I looked down at the next inevitable trough. For a while already, I’d been living life as only constant iterations of a month: the future did not exist, was a luxury pulled up after our parents’ and before my generation made it out of nursery school. The only way to make social mobility, against all odds, was if you crashed through each precarious wave with a jubilant energy oblivious to the murderous odds and menagerie of potential failures that awaited. Where the excitement of the open road had first sprung, an uneasy sadness was growing fast, leaving me clinging on for something more familiar. Sometimes a city, padded against reality by the tastes of the wealthy, can quickly get to feel so comfortable. Long hours I rotated in the grids of Manhattan, crossed the East River's bridges and watched the city, ever walking between those few appointments that remained to attend to. Even at only a couple of dollars, the subways felt an unnecessary expense, and when you’ve nothing going in your life and time to kill, walking becomes an invaluable companion. There's no point arriving anywhere too fast.


*


The first tangible component of the journey sat on the next stool of the bar. Attached to its dark green, plastic lining was a handwritten note from one of the crew, by then already flying home to London; ‘Really good bit of kit. Not used it for a while ... keep it as long as you need?


A bivvy bag is somewhere between a tent and a sleeping bag, scarcely a substitute for either, and yet absolutely perfect in its functionality. The thing saves the trouble, weight and space of a tent, but should still see you tolerably warm and dry with minimal effort. Beside me it waited, filled with an uneasy promise of the road ahead, while I considered how many days I could afford to delay a departure. A game of American football flickered on a television suspended from the ceiling in the far corner, the green of the field the only colour in the darkness of the bar. In booths behind me, friends met for evening drinks, their profiles across tabletops and with one old man the only set of eyes directed my way, watching the game over my shoulder.


The barman finished polishing silverware, hung a red cloth on the rail before him. He walked over, pointed to my small, empty glass with the beer froth drying to the sides. I gave a nod, watching as he filled another. In my pockets, I rummaged for remaining bank notes: found three fives and a one. The beer would be five. My barman, an apron round his middle, smiled insincerely as he put down a decorative paper coaster with my new, amber glass on top of it. ‘Enjoy it, sir!’ He grinned an enthusiasm that stopped at the teeth. I put down the five with a nod. The grin remained, so too a few spots of spilt beer around the base of the glass. He went in hard with expectation, and I fell into line. No energy to resist, one dollar wasn’t going to make a difference to my fortunes. I lay down one spare buck, so that his smile relaxed and, for a second, perhaps he meant it. For only an instant, he thawed. My paper bill slipped into his machine, hoovered down his throat as his forced politeness met my forced generosity. From his apron, he pulled a cloth, wiped up the few small spots of beer on the bar.


Behind me, directing some anger at the television in the corner and a commotion in the game of football, the old, grey-haired man began to grumble loudly. In my seat I shuffled, wondering how long he might have sat there alone. My head turned a little his way. He sensed my interest, and rose up:


‘Can you believe it?! They changed the rules on tackling quarterbacks! Now you’re not even allowed to touch ‘em!’


A girl in the next booth turned to him, ‘Why did they do that?’


Surprised at the attention, the man gave a start, jolted from his disapproval. A small wrinkled head protruded from his large winter jacket. Quietly he finished an answer, taking his hat from the table in front of him and turning it shyly in his hands.


‘To make it easier to score points. People like high-scoring games, so more people watch.’ His eyes glazed over, wrinkled fingers went on kneading his hat in his hands as he muttered quietly, ‘I don’t know what was wrong with the old ways. I didn’t mind that it was lower scoring.’


The girl acknowledged his explanation with a frown, and we all turned back to our own lives. From the kitchen, dressed in chefs’ whites, a Mexican man appeared and put down more buckets of cutlery for the barman to continue polishing.


Another beer finished and the barman, like clockwork, stepped closer and pointed to my empty glass. I considered it a moment, but one more five-dollar beer was still cheaper than the prospect of finding a room for the night. Again, I nodded. From my pocket, I pulled the two remaining fives and as the barman returned a new beer, I put one note flat on the bar: slid it forwards. The same, big smile came out for me, but faded fast. Again, some drops of beer, and a streak of liquid where the glass had been pushed towards me, shone on the counter. The barman returned to his cutlery with a scowl, left me to the spillage. Sometimes, with a British accent, you can get away with it — they just think we’re all cheap in Europe. That's why it was a mistake giving the first dollar, because after that, he knows you know.


He left me longer with an empty glass before motioning my next. From down the bar, another man ordered a beer and I watched as he paid with a twenty and received his change of a ten and five ones, the barman bumping up the opportunity for giving: five crisp possibilities to buy yourself the glow of a good person. One side of tipping is to augment the poverty wages of the USA, the other is the opportunity for regular folk to have a go at philanthropy ... a chance to feel momentarily like the rich guy in a relationship.


The barman sauntered my way, poured me a new glass, his shoulders arched at the insult of what he suspected to be another untipped drink. I scratched around my notepad with a pen, distracting from the tension before the looming moment in which he would again get nothing but the price of the beer. We both saved up our lines for the exchange to follow. He put down the beer: the old spillage now dry, a few drops of a new spillage and no wipe of a cloth forthcoming. I put down the five-dollar bill. And that's it.


He recoils, shaking his head in disgust.


‘Nuh-uh, I ain’t begging you for this.’


I look up at him, ‘it looks like you might be’, running through my mind, my eyes, but surprised by the man, so shaken by my affront that he drops completely from any previous politeness. He wears a denim shirt, buttoned to the collar: a few pocks pit his left cheek, and his hair is swept to a side parting but falls a little to his forehead as his annoyance makes him spread his arms across the bar, palms down flat, marking out his territory against my bad behaviour. It's not that I begrudge his need to earn a living, it's that he thinks it should come with false nicety, worked a dollar at a time from customers and not from fair pay from his boss. He points his finger at the bar. Spits the words.


‘You give me a tip, that's what makes our wages.’


Normally that would have me bent over with guilt, but not this week so American and dog-eat-dog. The first words to come, thank god, fall simple, plain and true: ‘It's not my job to pay your wages.’


We look at one another, neither of us so familiar with the confrontation. Our eyes lock.


‘I don’t care. I don’t know how you do it in Europe, but here we tip.’


To be honest, it's not his fault. He genuinely does think I’m filth, showing up and breaking a convention that everybody else round here honours. He thinks me an insolent excuse for a human being every bit as much as I think he's desperately insincere and tipping culture not much more than institutional begging.


‘I did tip you. The first drink ...’ more than my last five hundred British bartenders had received.


This offends him even more: ‘It's a dollar a drink! You’ve had three!’


The guy's so incredulous at me it at least brings on my own dismay.


‘It's a tip! I growl, ‘it's supposed to mean something, it's supposed to be a recognition of something more than just’ — I escalate — ‘pouring a beer and doing the job you are meant to do anyway. If I have to give it you anyway, it's just a tax.’


Heads are turning from the booths and so I go for my pocket, dig around, give the guy the chance to retreat rather than accept the enormous descent from some sort of pride that I feel this single buck will cost him. I find a bill, tattered and stained, but there's no flinch. He wants it, doesn’t realise that telling me to stick it up my own ass can make him the victor in all this. Normal service is about to be resumed and he's turning part-amiable even as shelf-stackers, post office workers, library receptionists, secretaries and mechanics — not to mention the Mexican, washing cutlery beyond the kitchen door, probably sending money home to support an entire family — are finishing days without even a thought of tips, still less thinking it their right to demand one.


And what if I’ve not go so much money to pay an extra dollar for each drink?’


‘Don’t come to the bar.’


I give him his grubby currency with a shake of the head and some vain wish that this exchange of bad blood have some productive outcome, however slight.


‘There you go. But make sure you tell your boss to pay you properly’


He takes the dollar, nodding as he walks away.


Williamsburg, NYC


With elegant fingers pressed to polished wood, she slid on to the vacant stool, leaning an elbow into the bar and resting the side of her jaw on a raised shoulder.


‘Where did you get your accent?’


Big, blue eyes settled on me, drew a smile. Like some sort of audio passport, a British accent in the USA must be worth at least a hundred miles of Interstate and a half-dozen beds for the night when travelling against its US counterpart.


‘Why are you laughing?’ She smiled the question back.


‘Britain. I got it in Britain, it's just funny, the way in the US people address the accent, like it's something distinct from me.’


Her face winced a little, but she replied gently, ‘We just think it sounds nice, that's all!’ She gestured discreetly to the barman's back, ‘Are you having problems with some of our traditions?’


*


Sylvia bought my next drink, the barman given a tip and a smile that looked partway apology and partway an assurance that she’d taken responsibility for the idiot foreigner. Early on she explained how she had once driven across the country with a group of friends, and with warmth she went on to recall the endless hospitality of the guides from her last family holiday, hiking in Costa Rica. In gratitude for all those moments and more, Sylvia assured me in earnest that it was her pleasure to look after a wanderer passing through.


She led the way to a nearby restaurant, a minimalist establishment with furniture in bare wood and the paintwork part sanded from it. Overhead there dangled exposed cables and wiring, apparently leading neither to nor from anything, but giving some not so subtle nod to the past, the tangible, and the internal organs of a building. A waitress ushered us to a window seat, putting down a carafe of water and two jam jars from which to drink.


‘They seated us in the window.’ Sylvia gave a mocking roll of the eyes. ‘It's a compliment, means they think we’re attractive enough to show off as customers.’


Sylvia nodded in response to my open mouth, pointed to some far tables.


‘They put ugly people at the back.’


Eating falafel, drinking banana and date smoothies, we learned about one another's lives. Sylvia belonged to an illustrious family of fashion designers and high-end tailors, had recently joined the ranks of the company and now, still in her early twenties, was living aversion of her very own sartorial dream. Her hair was in plaits over her shoulders, cheeks a lush and healthy red, and from her ear lobes hung two slender chains with small, golden spoons suspended from them. Having left Europe in the 1920s, the family had been making clothes for Manhattan's highest society ever since. Now renowned, they oversaw wardrobes, recommended cufflinks and measured the inseams and gaits of the richest people in the world: we were talking top of the pile, 1 per cent rich, super-rich rich. The effect of all that proximity to money was that Sylvia and her folks didn’t think themselves the least bit wealthy: there wasn’t a single oil well in the family, only a couple of homes in downtown Manhattan, just the one holiday villa in the Caribbean. She lived not far away, her own fifteenth-floor apartment on Wythe Avenue, by the waterfront of the East River, the place bought outright by her parents and renovated with no expense spared.


Momentarily, Sylvia broke off from her history, jarred, and her eyes in their thick-rimmed, angular spectacles, shifted focus to me.


‘You need a napkin?’


A hardboiled egg had squeezed from the flatbread in my hand, forcing red cabbage juice to run down the back of a finger and on to my wrist. I nodded, picked up my own napkin and dabbed it clean. Sylvia took a bite of her falafel, gave a tiny groan of enjoyment as the sound of suction slurped in my straw.


‘These days, Brooklyn's changing so fast. There are places here where before you’d never have gone out after dark, and now they have fashionable bars and art galleries.’


‘Gentrification?’ I said through a half-mouthful of falafel.


Sylvia nodded, ‘Yeah gentrification, but there are gentrifiers and then there are gentrifiers. I mean, some people move here, and they have money. I have money, right,’ she clarified with a hand apologetically on her breast, ‘but I like the community around here, the people and the old places and hangouts. Some people move here and they dislike that: they want it to change, they feel threatened by it,’ and Sylvia waved a hand at our surroundings, ‘they want it all to look like this: upmarket food, diners and gyms. Everyone seems to have a gym membership now!’


I laughed, ‘You included?’


She gave a confessional smile, touched the full curve of a hip. ‘In New York everyone works late, so then you eat crap food or takeaway, so you put on weight, and then because you put on weight you have to go to the gym to lose weight. And because you are going to the gym after you finish work, you’ve got no time for going on a date, or for cooking, so you eat takeaway again.’ She sighed a smile, ‘That's just how it goes here.’


In Sylvia was neither the first bad thought or energy: life had come, she would say so herself, pretty easy and with an abundance of comfort. It was as if she was confused by what all the fuss was about, why anyone wouldn’t just get on with savouring it all and being nice to others.


Beyond where we sat, the far side of the glass window, a bin bag had been torn open and left flapping on the breeze. Litter fell from it, cans and glass bottles spilling to the street as lamplight shone on plastic. From out of an alleyway came a figure, reaching forwards as a woman operated the lever of a long handle and mechanical claw. Her face had Chinese features, a plump nose, and her eyes suddenly flickered an alertness to the rubbish, so that she made straight for the bin and its scattered debris. Into a bag upon her back she dropped cans, plastic bottles, containers and glass. Once that was done she put the mechanical arm back to a holster, and with gloved hands reached into the bin itself. One after another they came out: nuggets of petroleum and aluminium-based waste to raise a few dollars at a supermarket-recycling machine. The woman gave a little smile: damn, but she looked almost as happy with that overflowing litter bin as we were with our falafel. Sylvia and I watched. Sylvia swallowed a morsel of food and broke the silence in that same cheer with which she seemed to observe everything.


‘It's really good that people go out and recycle.’


I grimaced. Somehow that didn’t sound right.


‘I don’t know.’ I gave my mouth a wipe. ‘Don’t you think it's a bit embarrassing, in New York City, and the richest country in the world, to have people going through bins to earn a bad living?’


Taken aback, Sylvia flinched a little as I went on.


‘I mean, couldn’t they just have recycling bins, and pay people a wage to sort through them?’


‘Nobody forces them to do it.’


That night I spent on Sylvia's sofa, in a home full of her young life's happy memories and hopes for a glittering future. A real warmth she had, a kindness of heart and knowledge of the wider world — no doubting. But lack of money, it had never occurred to her, neither necessity.




Prospect Heights, NYC – November 4


It was Nathalie who came through for me in the end, Nathalie knew my old friend Milap, four years since I’d cycled through and he still not ready to leave New York. We all met in a Brooklyn streaked with rain, gathering for beers at the Washington Commons, where she told me a room at her house was going spare for a couple of nights. Her boyfriend was taking time out of the city while they figured out some difficulties their relationship had hit upon. It wasn’t much, but it was a bed, and would be available long enough for me to prepare to leave the city.


When she had still been a teenager, Nathalie and her family, without paperwork or much English to speak of, had come from Peru to the hot concrete and neon of Miami. The scholarships of America's Dream had eventually put her into Yale, where she made it her personal business to figure out altering that same Dream so it didn’t abandon all those, without her brains, she’d seen left behind. She was living in Brooklyn, working as a campaign organiser and involved with New York's imminent mayoral election. Her task was to coordinate the efforts of community and labour organisations delivering a popular, leftist candidate who had come from nowhere and now looked likely to become the first Democrat to take City Hall in two decades.


That night we were drinking to Nathalie. When I reached the bar, the air was abuzz with talk of her television debut, a stellar performance on national evening news. We all hunkered round someone's phone and watched as, eloquent and politely raging, she wiped the floor with both the panel and host. She had been talking her speciality: Hurricane Sandy and the fact that three-quarters of its victims — the poor ones and those from an ethnic minority — were still holed up in caravans and a poverty even worse than they had known before. The night I arrived in New York City had coincided with the one-year anniversary of the storm's landfall, when it crushed great swaths of outer New York, having already — with less attention — flattened parts of the Caribbean on its approach. That first night, both a taxi driver and hotel clerk had told me the same line, excitedly: ‘One year ago today ... three hundred and sixty-five days.’


Milap pointed to the small, glowing screen, ‘You seem very calm about it all.’


‘I’d been pretty nervous,’ Nathalie shrugged, ‘but then when they put me in the green room, I thought “so this is happening” and I got on with it.’


In front of the cameras Nathalie had done great, everyone charmed by such uncompromising reason. Nathalie had fire in her, fire and that rare kind of social justice that has been seared by watching decent people keep struggling no matter how hard they tried, but itself manages to scrape through and come good. Sure, she was a little save-the-world, but with her you could tell she meant it: the goal was a firm plan, neither a vague ideal nor only incoherent resentment. She glowed with warmth, smiled so wide and often that the corners of her mouth would push high into her cheeks. Her Peruvian bloodline ran back towards Incas rather than Conquistadors: a nose short and eyes narrow, her hair and irises shining a peerless black. Around our small table there must have been at least a half-dozen of us, but soon the noises of a busy bar retreated, and all sight and sound stilled to leave attention folding inward and everyone but Nathalie fading slowly from view. She talked of the discrimination her grandparents and other indigenous Peruvians had suffered, then spoke of lands wrecked by unregulated mining corporations. She asked my thoughts on New York, taking the keenest of interest in the opinions of someone who knew less than she did, as if those were the ideas outside of her control and so all the more vital to understand. In her there aligned a razor perception of the ills that beset her community, but an energy and an optimism that with enough love and determination, it could all be made good.


Slowly my focus spread back to the rest of the table, where I realised that, quite apart from Nathalie, all around was politics. My god, but it was America again, and when they get it right they get it so right. It was like stumbling into a salon, Paris in the 1780s, and as if to prove the point, up strode a latecomer with a full beard and pirate earring, slinging down a kit bag beside the table as everyone embraced. Glasses of beer rose and fell, chairs scraped as people shifted body language and lifted arms to make their impassioned points. Hands waved at every sentence, carved the air, parting it in readiness for the landing of the next thought, and I wondered to myself whether this furnace of opinion in a bar is where all politics begins, or if it is where it happens instead of ever becoming politics. From off to one side, a voice broke through the clamour. A flat palm hit down hard on the table, landing in a clearing of empty glasses.


‘I’m telling you, the Haitian Revolution,’ he smiled at the fact he was not being taken seriously enough, ‘was the most important event in US history, when Haitian slaves retook the island. That's the only reason we ever even had abolition here, because slave uprisings were becoming more and more common, and more successful. The government knew it was only a matter of time before there was a new republic of free slaves settled all across the South.’


From down the table a voice put in, supportive of the need for more and faster change. She talked of an old black lady in Detroit, shot dead when approaching the home of a white stranger to ask directions but the shooter eventually cleared under stand-your-ground laws, ‘You want to live in that country?’ The voice demanded rhetorically as my attention fell to her side, where two men held hands and one of them playfully pushed away the face of the other.


‘You ignore him. He gets like that: these white, suburban gays who just want to get married like a straight person.’ A glance of flirtatious challenge passed nose-to-nose between them. ‘They just wanna join the mainstream, don’t care that the biggest problem in the gay community is still the rate of HIV among poor black men.’


I listened as all around went the unrestrained politics of those eternal revolutionaries who once made America. Ideas were exchanged without the slightest barrier, no sexuality or race, unfettered by inhibition and cast each time in a strong sense that everyone at that table expected only to be free when all humans everywhere were free. With the same energy and vision, the zeal for a new world that settled the frontiers and prairies under the big sky, they held a council of war on how to rectify the entire human condition. Beers emptied and refilled, the clock hands stroked off hours, and then Milap turned to me with a tone inviting me to confide.


‘That's quite a journey you’ve got in store. Are you planning to go out and find what happened to blue collar America?’


‘It's not really like that. I’m just going to head for San Francisco, see what I find along the way’


Milap gave a slightly more serious look, ‘But have you read the Case and Deaton paper, on how fast Americans are dying?’


I shook my head and Milap leant in, like he was sharing secrets of deep importance. ‘You should. Mortality in the white working class is increasing rapidly, it's starting to get a lot of attention. Suicide, alcoholism, opioid addiction, people on legal painkillers who then gravitate to illegal stuff.’


‘They’re dying faster than everybody else?’


Milap shuffled his shoulders from side to side. ‘No, not exactly. Blacks still have a higher rate of mortality, but for blacks and Latinos the mortality rates are improving steadily, people are getting healthier. For white working classes, things have been getting steadily worse for the last two decades. It's unique in all the developed world. America's blue collar is basically dying. Some academics are comparing it to the AIDS crisis in the gay community in the eighties.’


I tried to take it in. And what do people think it is?’


Milap drank his beer, shook his head with an intake of breath, ‘Who's to say? But you can’t talk about it accurately without also considering


Raised voices interrupted from a few chairs away, two others continuing the discussion of the Hurricane Sandy clear-up.


‘Classic disaster capitalism? shouted a man, getting to his feet to leave, ‘No different to Hurricane Katrina. The same corporations sweep down and cream off federal money to provide half-assed reconstruction efforts. Just your typical neoliberalism. Vast amounts of public money goes to the private sector because of the mere perception that paying corporations is efficient.’


Another man, in a leather jacket with a sheepskin collar, pushed back from the table, threw up his arms with a condescending smile.


‘Man, neoliberalism! He laughed, ‘Such a bogeyman! The one thing you can blame everything on! That and narratives. I’m so tired of those two words.’


Milap gave a knowing shake of the head, as if a familiar impasse were about to be reached. Nathalie put down her drink, responded for everyone, prodding a finger into the chest inside its leather jacket.


‘Of course you don’t need the word “narrative” when you’re already on top of them all.’ She smiled, somehow not in the least confrontational or aggressive, ‘And who needs to think strategy exists when the world works for you already? Why would you bother describing a set of ideas you don’t even need to change?’ Even the accused man sat with a smile on his face, as if accepting the judgement Nathalie dispensed. ‘It must be nice to think there's no structure to society, to just believe that you’re only in your rightful place.’


And from that moment, I was falling for her.


We talked until the bar closed: shutters down, half the house lights turned up and the other half off, one remaining member of staff leafing through a magazine at the bar. Nathalie and I drank later than everybody else, walked the five minutes to her house together, bumping drunkenly towards each other every few steps. A cold wind pushed by us, brushing rain from an avenue of trees. Rubbish bins, blown over and rolling an arc back and forward, stroked the concrete like a cymbal as a few figures crept out of bars and into the streetlights. Suddenly animated, Nathalie returned to the subject of the mayoral election next day.


‘His name's Bill de Blasio. He came from nowhere, and in the last weeks of the primaries, he just shot up.’


Rummaging in her bag, she handed me a campaign flyer, showing a man with an expression set serious but kind.


‘He hit all the right policies: stop and frisk and how being hassled by the cops has such a damaging impact on young black men, taxing the very rich to pay for free universal childcare, keeping New York hospitals public. He's going to win, we just need him to win big to secure a mandate for the policies.’


We arrived at the large metal door to her block, a couple of bicycles chained up outside. Succumbing to tiredness, I only half-listened to her enthusiasm, looking at the image of de Blasio's face in my hand. By and large, I do not like mainstream politicians: I do not trust polished smiles or the distance between the life of the average politician and average voter. As her key turned in the lock, Nathalie fell forward on the door. As if hit by a thought, she gave a short jump on the spot, reached out excitedly to put a hand on my elbow.


‘I’m busy tomorrow morning, but I’ll be campaigning for him in the afternoon, knocking on doors to get out the vote,’ her eyes shone at me. ‘You wanna come?’


I do not like mainstream politicians: I do not trust polished smiles. I do not like the notion of my ideals for a better world being represented by someone I know only by their face and slogans. Nathalie looked over at me, smiling, simply smiling from the doorway as her breath lifted visibly on the cold night. I’d never endorse a single one of them, never give out even one of their flyers, never ask people to trust in their promises.




Crown Heights, NYC – November 5


SMS: ‘Thank you for joining the de Blasio campaign for a fairer NYC!’


From the shop next door were loud voices, back and forth and making me smile, giving me hope:


‘You voted yet?’


‘Goin’ this afternoon, I think.’


‘You make sure you do ... We need turnout, he's gonna need a mandate if we’re to make any real changes.’


A Mexican man walked from the pavement, stepped into the road and crossed, pointing back at the shopkeeper to finalise his instructions. My coffee cup turned cold in my hands, and a man with a pencil-thin moustache stood outside his shop, calling after his departing friend to reassure him there was nothing to worry about, he’d be voting. Beside the shopkeeper, a large plastic container went filled with brooms and brushes sticking up into the air. The shopkeeper held one in his hand, leaning leisurely on the wooden handle as he scratched the bristles of the head over the pavement, throwing up dust and pushing a line of twigs, leaves and cigarette butts away from his shop front. I looked at his face: skin an olive grey that suggested he was Arab once, before he became American. My heart sang with the words of both men, sang with a people-still-care tone.


I spoke up, ‘Polls are saying he could win by fifty clear points.’


The man turned to me and, clutching the broom to his side, glared hard. His shirt untucked, loose sleeves rolled up, collar unfastened. His voice boomed:


‘Hell, man, it's all about power! World's changed. You can’t just look to only your own corner no more.’ He pinched his hands together, holding this world in a small parcel of air. ‘It's power, man. Hell, China! Just think! It's all changed and it's all power!’


And as he stared intensely into me, I looked at that man selling brooms on a Brooklyn street, tried to separate the heat from the light in his words. He shook his head, returned to sweeping with an air of disappointment that I had nothing more to add.


*


Those streets ran longer than I thought, their numbers up into the thousands, so that by the time I arrived at our meeting place, Nathalie had been waiting for me a while. We had moved far south and some way east of her neighbourhood, where canvassing was not judged a wise use of resources, gentrification having already done the hard work of any Democrat's Get Out The Vote campaign. We were to head out into Crown Heights: Troy, Montgomery, Schenectady, Utica Avenue. I’m sure that by the time you read this, those places will have gone the same way, all storefronts of matching crockery and baby's bibs, but not so very long ago they were calling it safe Democrat territory, nonetheless set within communities described as extremely poor and totally disengaged.


At a community hall doubling as a campaign base we were handed four brown paper wallets, each containing a hundred Crown Heights doors for us to knock. We set out, cold faces pushing into a wind direct from Canada. We split up. I took odd numbers, Nathalie evens as I went about my democratic duty for the Americans, all British and enthused for Bill de ... what was he called again? The flyer smiled it up at me from my hands: ‘de Blasio’. Bill de Blasio. All day long, nobody will want to know about the guy he's up against, and me never so sure I even remembered his name. The feeling of a fraud rose in my chest, as if trying to trick people into something. At the end of each block, I met Nathalie and we swapped stories of the unopened doors, the resignation or apolitical anger waiting behind some of those that did.


All you’re doing is reminding people to vote! It doesn’t matter if you’re not from here.’


‘Maybe. But still, I hope I don’t meet anyone who actually cares about this election. They’d see right through me.’


Odds are on my side: the Democrat campaign have already said their main opponent is a low turnout, forecast to be only a quarter of the electorate. In my visits to New York, I have never been to the Guggenheim, never seen MOMA or the Metropolitan, but now that I’ve tried talking politics with hundreds of Brooklyn doorsteps, I feel I’ve got as close to authentic as any other experience of the city allows. Slowly, the pages of targets begin to shuffle over: Nathalie and I working steadily through those lists of diehard Democrats who once gave their addresses as regular, committed supporters to be counted on when it mattered most. If these guys are committed, I’m terrified what apathy must look like.


A man faces up to me, comes to the door in a dressing gown. He shouts: ‘De Blasio! They’re all as bad as each other!’ He hands me a newspaper clipping, apparently explaining why he is so indignant. He barks: ‘I wrote emails all about this! To de Blasio! To the press! You can see the trails of stuff across the sky!’


My eyes skim the columns and find no mention of de Blasio, the words of newsprint offer no further insight. The man's angry face buckles a little, he pulls his dressing gown around him and his irritation eases as, I suspect, he feels that rare happiness of actually having found an audience without having to leave the comfort of his own home. Under the strip lighting of the hallway, in his eye is a gleam of knowing, as if he is the wise one, who has seen through the lies and found a truth he doesn’t mind sharing.


Pounding streets, the varied responses to democracy all go swirling through my head in a cocktail of political confusion. Critics of our political system will often offer the maxim that you get the democracy you deserve, and even if that is not entirely untrue, less acknowledged is that politicians also get the electorate they deserve. Where it is neglected, made cynical and dumbed down, that collective creature may be led to the water of the public good, but will never be made to drink. Play only to the lowest denominators, and eventually voters will never give you cover to do the things that, all too late, we realise must be done in the best interests of everyone. In that man, beneath his dressing gown, twisted a slow rage in lieu of politics. People cannot be made to suffer indefinitely the anxiety of hardship, given commerce instead of culture, gossip instead of information, and yet remain perceptive and rational.


*


He stands proudly in the frame of his doorway, in only a vest and underwear.


‘Oh yeah? An election ... where I got to go?’


This is good, reaffirming engagement. I check the map: ‘Well, sir, looks like your polling station is on Midwood Street, just a block away’


A block!?’


The man lets out a groan. De Blasio wants to tax the very wealthy to subsidise childcare, he will keep community hospitals open, is going to build affordable housing and stop the NYPD frisking his son based on the colour of his skin. I sigh, grieving.


‘Yes sir, it's a block away’


*


The light fades early in the afternoon, Brooklyn's streets still far from finished but our part coming to an end. I knock another door, opening to reveal a cheerful, happy face.


‘Yes sir, we already did it. Don’t you worry, we’re voters in here!’


The words strike with a realisation that in the coming America, people might identify not even as Democrat or Republican, but as non-voters or voters: that small and diminishing group who were inculcated with the spirit that they had a right and a duty to help forge the choices of their society. Most, it seems, are content simply to be ruled. They will find their meaning elsewhere, for democrats are dying out, by which I don’t mean the Blue Party, but the ones who actually believe in democracy at all. The day's main rule of thumb is that the fewer wrinkles they have, the less they care.


Outside an apartment building a young man smokes down a cigarette. Around his neck are headphones, off his ears so that music spills out. Drums and synthesisers pour into the evening with the music that never stops. I can’t help it, I ask him: ‘Did you vote?’


‘Vote?’


‘Yeah, did you vote today?’


‘Nope.’


‘Why not?’


He shrugs, he scuffs, he angles away. I look at him: the embroidered emblem on his cap is a crisscross of letters standing proud from the fabric of the peak. His tracksuit, black and red, makes him what looks like twice the size of the body emerging from it, but is in proportion with the oversized shoes upon his feet: bright white and large in the dusk. Just as all the vehicles, food portions and packaging is made so much larger than it need be, just like everything else in this country has to be made big in order to be taken seriously, so a young man has doubled his size: his presence on the street bolstered against the calamity that would be not being seen. Our society is twin and incompatible systems: politically we are arranged in terms of democracy, which rests on education and the intelligence of voters. Economically, we are arranged in terms of an employment and consumerism that often rests on neglect of both.


We look at one another: perhaps a similar age, he with no idea that the decisions of his community have all but no bearing on my own life. I wonder if his value system — his perception of who he wants to be, and what he believes in — is all encapsulated in the brand of his tracksuit, his trainers, that embroidered peak of the baseball cap. Or does he want more: is he maybe unsatisfied, but never felt these politics were his to be part of? The thoughts linger in me, Nathalie finishing the opposite block on the end of our last sheet of addresses. Crown Heights is almost through, and so I lean on him, smile gently but nonetheless say: ‘People died so that you could vote.’


He shrugs. He scuffs. Like he's been asked to tidy his room.


‘Yeah, yeah, I know.’


*


The penultimate door of the night comes not a moment too soon, and behind it waits my favourite: the one that makes the other hundred almost worthwhile. I’d never guessed that such hope could be waiting there, and if not hope then at least a dignified resilience as the ship goes down. First of all and she's furious, she's enraged, is Saratoga incarnate. Flames are licking under the door as I knock and rush straight out:


‘Excuse me I’m with the deBlasio campaign! We’re just reminding people ...’


The door opens wide. Black lady, silver hair, nostrils flaring with indignation. She opens the door wider still, stands tall in the doorframe. Stares me down. She lets rip.


All day, the phone calls ... phone calls ... you people calling me. And now this! This is the worst! ‘That you would come to my house in the evening ... that you’d disturb me in my own home!’


I look at her, I fidget nervously. Scared is quite a big word but this is different, British people don’t get angry like this, at least not on the outside. We keep it all shut away. I look at her face: big teeth pointing out at awkward angles, black spots on her cheeks, a yellow band tied around her head to hold up the grey, wiry hair. She's pretty big, comfortably my size, packing some weight. Club-like arms hang from the broad frame of her body, fists clenched and make no mistake she is irate. She gathers herself, growing taller by the second. The words blow out slow and deathly, one at a time.


‘I have been voting since I was twenty-one years old.’ She leans over me, ‘I have voted at every election. I do not. Need you. Or anyone else. To remind me how important it is to vote.’


She looks at me. She stares cold as I light up in a smile. I could kiss her, buck teeth and all. She's beautiful. She's my hero.


Park Slope, NYC


At the campaign office that morning, a tall, officious young man had broken the news: ‘We’ll see you at the party tonight, but it's absolutely by invitation only. The place is going to be packed.’


‘So my friend can’t come?’ Nathalie asked with sad loyalty.


‘Sorry, they’ll be checking tickets.’


At nine that evening, we show up at the venue, a disused barracks with a victory party by then well under way. They wave us in: not even a queue, only a line of NYPD guarding the door, looking mean, as if obliged to watch over an enemy celebrating the end of stop and frisk.


Inside the hall the air is heavy with the smell of ageing power, a crowd thrumming with excitable smiles and a frantic energy. Those assembled consist of two types of people: one looking hardy, down-to-earth, dressed in windproof jackets, knitted hats and scarves well-suited to having spent a day in the cold. They wear regular trainers appropriate for walking, look like ordinary people, engaged with politics because how else can you expect to get the sort of world you would want to live in?


This first cadre stand relaxed, dotted among a greater number who are dressed in suits of grey or black. This, you sense, is their party, their turf and their moment: the night that comes round all too seldom to glorify their vocation and validate the political class within the safety of a hired hall. I don’t go in for definitions of attractive, don’t believe in ugly or beautiful. Whatever the cliche, to my mind it all comes from within and the idea of ‘good looks’ is only a nonsense of convention: nothing but skin and cheekbones and a little of that inner poise people don’t even realise is all they’re seeing when they speak of how attractive a person is or is not.
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