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“I’m a professional. I’ve survived in a pretty rough business.”


– Humphrey Bogart
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He climbed the stairs, his boots falling heavily on burgundy floral carpet and, where it was threadbare, on the scarred oak beneath.


The stairwell was unlit; in neighborhoods like this one the bulbs were stolen from the ceiling sockets and the emergency exit signs as soon as they were replaced.


John Pellam lifted his head, tried to place a curious smell. He couldn’t. Knew only that it left him feeling unsettled, edgy.


Second floor, the landing, starting up another flight.


This was maybe his tenth time to the old tenement but he was still finding details that had eluded him on prior visits. Tonight what caught his eye was a stained-glass valance depicting a hummingbird hovering over a yellow flower.


In a hundred-year-old tenement, in one of the roughest parts of New York City . . . Why beautiful stained glass? And why a hummingbird?


A shuffle of feet sounded above him and he glanced up. He’d thought he was alone. Something fell, a soft thud. A sigh.


Like the undefinable smell, the sounds left him uneasy.


Pellam paused on the third-floor landing and looked at the stained glass above the door to apartment 3B. This valance – a bluebird, or jay, sitting on a branch – was as carefully done as the hummingbird downstairs. When he’d first come here, several months ago, he’d glanced at the scabby façade and expected that the interior would be decrepit. But he’d been wrong. It was a craftsman’s showpiece: oak floorboards joined solid as steel, walls of plaster seamless as marble, the sculpted newel posts and banisters, arched alcoves (built into the walls to hold, presumably, Catholic icons). He—


That smell again. Stronger now. His nostrils flared. Another thud above him. A gasp. He felt urgency and, looking up, he continued along the narrow stairs, listing against the weight of the Betacam, batteries and assorted videotaping effluence in the bag. He was sweating rivers. It was ten P. M. but the month was August and New York was at its most demonic.


What was that smell ?


The scent flirted with his memory then vanished again, obscured by the aroma of frying onions, garlic and overused oil. He remembered that Ettie kept a Folgers coffee can filled with old grease on her stove. “Saves me some money, I’ll tell you.”


Halfway between the third and fourth floors Pellam paused again, wiped his stinging eyes. That’s what did it. He remembered:


A Studebaker.


He pictured his parents’ purple car, the late 1950s, resembling a spaceship, burning slowly down to the tires. His father had accidentally dropped a cigarette on the seat, igniting the upholstery of the Buck Rogers car. Pellam, his parents and the entire block watched the spectacle in horror or shock or secret delight.


What he smelled now was the same. Smoulder, smoke. Then a cloud of hot fumes wafted around him. He glanced over the banister into the stairwell. At first he saw nothing but darkness and haze; then, with a huge explosion, the door to the basement blew inward and flames like rocket exhaust filled the stairwell and the tiny first-floor lobby.


“Fire!” Pellam shouted, as the black cloud preceding the flames boiled up at him. He was banging on the nearest door. There was no answer. He started down the stairs but the fire drove him back, the tidal wave of smoke and sparks was too thick. He began to choke and felt a shudder through his body from the grimy air he was breathing. He gagged.


Goddamn, it was moving fast! Flames, chunks of paper, flares of sparks swirled up like a cyclone through the stairwell, all the way to the sixth – the top – floor.


He heard a scream above him and looked into the stairwell.


“Ettie!”


The elderly woman’s dark face looked over the railing from the fifth-floor landing, gazing in horror at the flames. She must’ve been the person he’d heard earlier, trudging up the stairs ahead of him. She held a plastic grocery bag in her hand. She dropped it. Three oranges rolled down the stairs past him and died in the flames, hissing and spitting blue sparks.


“John,” she called, “what’s . . . ?” She coughed. “. . . the building.” He couldn’t make out any other words.


He started toward her but the fire had ignited the carpet and a pile of trash on the fourth floor. It flared in his face, the orange tentacles reaching for him, and he stumbled back down the stairs. A shred of burning wallpaper wafted upward, encircled his head. Before it did any damage it burned to cool ash. He stumbled back onto the third-floor landing, banged on another door.


“Ettie,” he shouted up into the stairwell. “Get to a fire escape! Get out!”


Down the hall a door opened cautiously and a young Hispanic boy looked out, eyes wide, a yellow Power Ranger dangling in his hand.


“Call nine-one-one!” Pellam shouted. “Call!—”


The door slammed shut. Pellam knocked hard. He thought he heard screams but he wasn’t sure because the fire now sounded like a speeding truck, a deafening roar. The flames ate up the carpet and were disintegrating the banister like cardboard.


“Ettie,” he shouted, choking on the smoke. He dropped to his knees.


“John! Save yourself. Get out. Run!”


The flames between them were growing. The wall, the flooring, the carpet. The valance exploded, raining hot shards of stained-glass birds on his face and shoulders.


How could it move so fast? Pellam wondered, growing faint. Sparks exploded around him, clicking and snapping like ricochets. There was no air. He couldn’t breathe.


“John, help me!” Ettie screamed. “It’s on that side. I can’t—” The wall of fire had encircled her. She couldn’t reach the window that opened onto the fire escape.


From the fourth floor down and the second floor up, the flames advanced on him. He looked up and saw Ettie, on the fifth floor, backing away from the sheet of flame that approached her. The portion of the stairs separating them collapsed. She was trapped two stories above him.


He was retching, batting at flecks of cinders burning holes in his work shirt and jeans. The wall exploded outward. A finger of flame shot out. The tip caught Pellam on the arm and set fire to the gray shirt.


He didn’t think so much about dying as he did the pain from fire. About it blinding him, burning his skin to black scar tissue, destroying his lungs.


He rolled on his arm and put the flame out, climbed to his feet. “Ettie!”


He looked up to see her turn away from the flames and fling open a window.


“Ettie,” he shouted. “Try to get up to the roof. They’ll get a hook and ladder . . .” He backed to the window, hesitated, then, with a crash, flung his canvas bag through the glass, the forty thousand dollars’ worth of video camera rolling onto the metal stairs. A half dozen other tenants, in panic, ignored it and continued stumbling downward toward the alley.


Pellam climbed onto the fire escape and looked back.


“Get to the roof!” he cried to Ettie.


But maybe that path too was blocked; the flames were everywhere now.


Or maybe in her panic she just didn’t think.


Through the boiling fire, his eyes met hers and she gave a faint smile. Then without a scream or shout that he could hear, Etta Wilkes Washington broke out a window long ago painted shut, and paused for a moment, looking down. Then she leapt into the air fifty feet above the cobblestoned alley beside the building, the alley that, Pellam recalled, contained the cobblestone on which Isaac B. Cleveland had scratched his declaration of love for teenage Ettie Wilkes fifty-five years ago. The old woman’s slight frame vanished into the smoke.


A wheezing groan of timber and steel, then a crash, like a sledgehammer on metal, as something structural gave way. Pellam jumped back to the edge of the fire escape, nearly tumbling over the railing and, as the cascade of orange sparks flowed over him, staggered downstairs.


He was in as much of a hurry as the escaping tenants – though the mission on his mind now wasn’t to flee the ravaging fire but, thinking of Ettie’s daughter, to find the woman’s body and carry it away from the building before the walls collapsed, entombing it in a fiery, disfiguring grave.
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He opened his eyes and found the guard looking down at him.


“Sir, you a patient here?”


He sat up too fast and found that while the efforts of escaping the fire had left him sore and bruised, sleeping these past five hours in the orange fiberglass chairs of the ER’s waiting room was what had really done him in. The crook in his neck was pure pain.


“I fell asleep.”


“You can’t sleep here.”


“I was a patient. They treated me last night. I fell asleep.”


“Yessir. You been treated, you can’t stay.”


His jeans were pocked with burn holes and he supposed he was filthy. The guard must’ve mistaken him for a bum.


“Okay,” he said. “Just give me a minute.”


Pellam moved his head in slow circles. Something deep in his neck popped. An ache like brain freeze from a frozen drink spread through his head. He winced, then looked around. He could understand why the hospital guard had rousted him. The room was completely filled with people awaiting treatment. Words rose and fell like surf, Spanish, English, Arabic. Everyone was frightened or resigned or irritated and to Pellam’s mind the resigned ones were the most unsettling. The man next to him sat forward, forearms resting on his knees. In his right hand dangled a single child’s shoe.


The guard had delivered his message and then lost interest in enforcing his edict. He wandered off toward two teenagers who were smoking a joint in the corner.


Pellam rose, stretched. He dug through his pockets and found the slip of paper he’d been given last night. He squinted and read what was written on it.


Pellam picked up the heavy video camera and started down a long corridor, following the signs toward the B wing.





The thin green line hardly moved at all.





A portly Indian doctor stood beside the bed, staring up, as if trying to decide if the Hewlett-Packard monitor was broken. He glanced down at the figure in the bed, covered with sheets and blankets, and hung the metal chart on a hook.


John Pellam stood in the doorway. His bleary eyes slid from the grim dawn landscape outside Manhattan Hospital back to the unmoving form of Ettie Washington.


“She’s in a coma?” he asked.


“No,” the doctor responded. “She’s asleep. Sedated.”


“Will she be all right?”


“She’s got a broken arm, sprained ankle. No internal injuries we could find. We’re going to run some scans. Brain scans. She hit on her head when she fell. You know, only family members can be in ICU.”


“Oh,” an exhausted Pellam responded. “I’m her son.”


The doctor’s eyes remained still for a moment. Then flicked toward Ettie Washington, whose skin was as dark as a mahogany banister.


“You . . . son?” The blank eyes stared up at him.


You’d think a doctor working on the rough-and-tumble West Side of Manhattan would’ve had a better sense of humor. “Tell you what,” Pellam said. “Let me sit with her for a few minutes. I won’t steal any bedpans. You can count ’em before I leave.”


Still no smile. But the man said, “Five minutes.”


Pellam sat down heavily and rested his chin in his hands, sending jolts of pain through his neck. He sat up and held it cocked to the side.


Two hours later a nurse pushed briskly into the room and woke him up. When she glanced at Pellam it was more to survey his bandages and torn jeans than to question his presence.


“Who’all’s the patient here?” she asked in a throaty Dallas drawl. “An’ who’s visitin’?”


Pellam massaged his neck then nodded at the bed. “We take turns. How is she?”


“Oh, she’s one tough lady.”


“How come she isn’t awake?”


“Doped her up good.”


“The doctor was talking about some scans?”


“They always do that. Keep their butts covered. I think she’ll be okay. I was talking to her before.”


“You were? What’d she say?”


“I think it was, ‘Somebody burned down my apartment. What kinda blankety-blank’d do that?’ Only she didn’t say blankety-blank.”


“That’s Ettie.”


“Same fire?” the nurse asked, glancing at his burnt jeans and shirt.


Pellam nodded. He explained about Ettie’s jumping out the window. It wasn’t cobblestones she landed on, however, but two days’ worth of packed garbage bags, which broke her fall. Pellam had carried her to the EMS crews and then returned to the building to help get other tenants out. Finally, the smoke had gotten to him too and he’d passed out. He’d awakened in the same hospital.


“You know,” the nurse said, “you’re all . . . um, sooty. You look like one of those commandoes in a Schwarzenegger movie.”


Pellam wiped at his face and examined five dirty fingertips.


“Here.” The nurse disappeared into the hall and returned a moment later with a wet cloth. She paused – debating, he guessed, whether or not to clean him herself – and chose to hand off to the patient. Pellam took the cloth and wiped away until the wash-cloth was black.


“You, uh, want some coffee?” she asked.


Pellam’s stomach churned. He guessed he’d swallowed a pound of ash. “No, thanks. How’s my face?”


“Now you just look dirty. That is to say, it’s an improvement. Got pans to change. Bah now.” She vanished.


Pellam stretched his long legs out in front of him and examined the holes in his Levi’s. A total waste. He then spent a few minutes examining the Betacam, which some kind soul had given to the paramedics and had been admitted with him to the emergency room. He gave it his standard diagnostic check – he shook it. Nothing rattled. The Ampex recording deck was dented but it rolled fine and the tape inside – the one that contained what was apparently the last interview that would ever be conducted in 458 West Thirty-sixth Street – was unhurt.





“Now, John, what’re we gonna talk about today? You want to hear more about Billy Doyle? My first husband. That old son of a bitch. See, that man was what Hell’s Kitchen was all about. He was big here, but little everywhere else. He was nothing anywhere else. It was like this place, it’s its own world. Hmm, I got a good story to tell you ’bout him. I think you might like this story . . .





He couldn’t remember much else of what Ettie had told him at their last interview a couple of days ago. He’d set the camera up in her small apartment, filled with the mementos of a seven-decade life, a hundred pictures, baskets, knickknacks, furniture bought at Goodwill, food protected from roaches in Tupperware she could barely afford. He’d set the camera up, turned it on and just let her talk.





“See, people live in Hell’s Kitchen get these ideas. They get schemes, you know. Billy, he wanted land. He had his eye on a couple of lots over near where the Javits Center is today. I tell you, he’da brought that off he’da been one rich mick. I can say ‘mick’ ’cause he said that ’bout himself.”





Then, motion from the bed interrupted these thoughts.


The elderly woman, eyes still closed, picked at the hem of the blanket, two dark thumbs, two fingers lifting invisible pearls.


This concerned Pellam. He remembered, a month ago, the last living gestures of Otis Balm as the 102-year-old man had glanced toward the lilac bush outside the window of his West Side nursing home and began picking at his sheet. The old man had been a resident of Ettie’s building for years and, though hospitalized, had been pleased to talk about his life in the Kitchen. Suddenly the man had fallen silent and started picking at his blanket – as Ettie was doing now. Then he stopped moving. Pellam called for help. The doctor confirmed the death. They always did that, he explained. At the end they pick at the bedclothes.


Pellam leaned closer to Ettie Washington. A sudden moaning filled the air. It became a voice. “Who’s that?” The woman’s hands grew still and she opened her eyes, but still apparently couldn’t see too well. “Who’s there? Where am I?”


“Ettie.” Pellam spoke casually. “It’s John. Pellam.”


Squinting, Ettie stared at him. “I can’t see too good. Where am I?”


“Hospital.”


She coughed for a minute and asked for a glass of water. “I’m so glad you came. You got out okay?”


“I did, yep,” he told her. Pellam poured a glass for her; Ettie emptied it without pausing.


“I kind of remember jumping. Oh, I was scared. The doctor said I was in surprisingly good shape. He said that. ‘Surprisingly good.’ Didn’t understand him at first.” She grumbled, “He’s Indian. Like, you know, an overseas Indian. Curry an’ elephants. Haven’t seen a single American doctor here.”


“Does it hurt much?”


“I’ll say.” She examined her arm closely. “Don’t I look the mess?” Ettie’s tongue clicked, looking over the imposing bandages.


“Naw, you’re a cover girl, all things considered.”


“You’re a mess too, John. I’m so glad you got out. My last thought as I was falling toward the alley was: ‘no, John’s going to die too!’ What a thought that was.”


“I took the easy way down. The stairs.”


“What the hell happened?” she muttered.


“I don’t know. One minute nothing, the next the whole place was gone. Like a matchbox.”


“I was shopping. I was on my way to my apartment—”


“I heard you. You must have gotten back just before I got there. I didn’t see you on the street.”


She continued, “I never saw fire move like that. Was like Aurora’s. That club I told you ’bout? On Forty-ninth Street. Where I sang a time or two. Burned down in forty-seven. March thirteenth. Buncha people died. You remember me telling you that story?”


Pellam didn’t remember. He supposed the account could be found somewhere in the hours and hours of tapes of Ettie Washington back in his apartment.


She blew her nose and coughed for a moment. “That smoke. That’s the worst. Did everybody get out?”


“Nobody was killed,” Pellam answered. “Juan Torres’s in critical condition. He’s upstairs in the kids’ ICU.”


Ettie’s face went still. Pellam had seen this expression on her face only once before – when she’d talked about her youngest son, who’d been killed in Times Square years before. “Juan?” she whispered. She didn’t speak for a moment. “I thought he was at his grandma’s for a few days. In the Bronx. He was home?”


She looked heartsick and Pellam was at a loss to comfort her. Ettie’s eyes returned to the blanket she’d been picking at. An ashen tone flooded her face. “How ’bout I sign that cast?” Pellam asked.


“Why, of course.”


Pellam took out a marking pen. “Anywhere? How ’bout here?” He signed with a round scrawl.


In the busy hall outside a placid electronic bell rang four times.


“I was thinking,” Pellam said, “you want me to call your daughter?”


“No,” the old woman responded. “I talked to her already. Called her this morning when I was awake. She was worried sick but I said I’m not in the great by-and-by yet. She oughta wait ’bout coming and let’s see what happens with those tests. If they’re gonna cut I’d rather her come then. Maybe hook her up with one of those handsome doctors. Like on ER. ’Lisbeth’d like a rich doctor. She has that side to her. Like I was telling you.”


A knock sounded on the half-open door. Four men in business suits walked into the room. They were large, somber men and their presence suddenly made the hospital room, even with the other three empty beds, seem very small.


Pellam glanced at them, knew they were cops. So, arson was suspected. That would explain the speed of the fire.


Ettie nodded uneasily at the men.


“Mrs Washington?” the oldest of the men asked. He was in his mid-forties. Thin shoulders and a belly that could use a little shrinking. He wore jeans and a wind-breaker and Pellam noticed a very large revolver on his hip.


“I’m Fire Marshal Lomax. This is my assistant—” He nodded at a huge young man, a bodybuilder. “And these are detectives with the New York City Police Department.”


One of the cops turned to Pellam and asked him to leave.


“No, no,” Ettie protested, “he’s my friend. It’s okay.”


The officer looked at Pellam, the glance repeating the request.


“It’s okay,” Pellam said to Ettie. “They’ll want to talk to me too. I’ll come back when they’re through.”


“You’re a friend’a hers?” Lomax asked. “Yeah, we’ll want to talk to you. But you aren’t coming back in here. Give your name and address to the officer there and take off.”


“I’m sorry?” Pellam smiled, confused.


“Name and address to him,” Lomax nodded to the assistant. Then he snapped, “Then get the hell out.”


“I don’t think so.”


The marshal put his large hands on his large hips.


We can play it this way, we can play it that way. Pellam crossed his arms, spread his feet slightly. “I’m not leaving her.”


“John, no, it’s okay.”


Lomax: “This room’s sealed off from visitors. Uh, uh, uh, don’t ask why. It’s none of your business.”


“I don’t believe my business is any of yours,” Pellam replied. The line came from an unproduced movie he’d written years ago. He’d been dying for a chance to use it.


“Fuck it,” said one of the detectives. “We don’t have time for this. Get him out.”


The assistant curled his vice-grip hands around Pellam’s arm and walked him toward the door. The gesture shot a jolt of icy pain through his stiff neck. Pellam pulled away abruptly and when he did this the cop decided that Pellam might like to rest up against the wall for a few minutes. He pinned him there until his arms went numb from the lack of circulation, his boots almost off the floor.


Pellam shouted at Lomax, “Get this guy off me. What the hell is going on?”


But the fire marshal was busy.


He was concentrating hard on the little white card in his hand as he recited the Miranda warning to Ettie, then arrested her for reckless endangerment, assault and arson.


“Yo, don’t forget attempted murder,” one of the detectives called.


“Oh, yeah,” Lomax muttered. He glanced at Ettie and added with a shrug, “Well, you heard him.”
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Ettie’s building, like most New York tenements built in the nineteenth century, had measured thirty-five by seventy-five feet and been constructed of limestone; the rock used for hers was ruddy, a terra cotta shade.


Before 1901 there were no codes governing the construction of these six-story residences and many builders had thrown together tenements using rotten lathe and mortar and plaster mixed with sawdust. But those structures, the shoddy ones, had long ago crumbled. Tenements like this one, Ettie Washington had explained to John Pellam’s earnest video camera, had been built by men who cared about their craft. Alcoves for the Virgin and glass hummingbirds hovering above doorways. There was no reason why these buildings couldn’t last for two hundred years.


No reason, other than gasoline and a match . . .


This morning Pellam walked toward what was left of the building.


There wasn’t much. Just a black stone shell filled with a jumble of scorched mattresses, furniture, paper, appliances. The base of the building was a thick ooze of gray sludge – ash and water. Pellam froze, staring at a hand protruding from one pile of muck. He ran toward it then stopped when he noticed the seam in the vinyl at the wrist. It was a mannequin.


Practical jokes, Hell’s Kitchen style.


On a hump of refuse was a huge porcelain bathtub sitting on its claw feet, perfectly level. It was filled with brackish water.


Pellam continued to circle the place, pushed closer through the crowd of gapers in front of the yellow police tape, like shoppers waiting at the door for a one-day Macy’s sale. Most of them had the edgy eagerness of urban scavengers but the pickings were sparse. There were dozens of mattresses, stained and burned. The skeletons of cheap furniture and appliances, water-logged books. A rabbit-ears antenna – the building wasn’t wired for cable – sat on a glob of plastic, the Samsung logo and a circuit board the only recognizable part of the former TV.


The stench was horrific.


Pellam finally spotted the man he’d been looking for. There’d been a costume change; he was now wearing jeans, a windbreaker and fireman’s boots.


Ducking under the tape, Pellam walked up to the fire marshal, pasting enough authority on his face to get him all the way to the building itself without being stopped by the crime scene techs and firemen milling about.


He heard Lomax say to his huge assistant, the man who’d pinned Pellam against the wall in Ettie’s room, “There, the spalling.” He was pointing to chipping in the brick. “That’s a hot spot. Point of origin’s behind that wall. Get a photog to shoot it.”


The marshal crouched and examined something on the ground. Pellam stopped a few feet away. Lomax looked up. Pellam had showered and changed clothes. The camouflage on his face was gone and it took a moment for the marshal to recognize him.


“You,” Lomax said.


Pellam, thinking he’d try the friendly approach, offered, “Hey, how you doing?”


“Get lost,” the marshal snapped.


“Just wanted to talk to you for a second.”


Lomax’s attention returned to the ground.


At the hospital they’d taken his name and checked with NYPD. Lomax, his detective friends and especially the big assistant seemed to regret that there was no reason to detain Pellam, or even to search him painfully, and so they settled for taking a brief statement and shoving him down the corridor, with the warning that if he wasn’t out of the hospital in five minutes he’d be arrested for obstruction of justice.


“Just a few questions,” he now asked.


Lomax, a rumpled man, reminded Pellam of a high school coach who was a lousy athlete. He rose from his crouch, looked Pellam over. Quick eyes, scanning. Not cautious, not belligerent, just trying to figure him out.


Pellam asked, “I want to know why you arrested her. It doesn’t make any sense. I was there. I know she didn’t set the fire.”


“This is a crime scene.” Lomax returned to his spalling. His words didn’t exactly sound like a warning but Pellam supposed they were.


“I just want to ask you—”


“Get back behind the line.”


“The line?”


“The tape.”


“Will do. Just let me—”


“Arrest him,” Lomax barked to the assistant, who started to.


“Not a problem. I’m going.” Pellam lifted his hands and walked back behind the line.


There he crouched and took the Betacam out of the bag. He aimed it at the back of Lomax’s head. He turned it on. Through the clear viewfinder he saw a uniformed cop whisper something to Lomax, who glanced back once then turned away. Behind them, the smoldering hulk of the tenement sat in a huge messy pile. It occurred to Pellam that, even though he was just doing this for Lomax’s benefit, it was grade-A footage.


The fire marshal ignored Pellam for as long as he could then he turned and walked to him. Pushed the lens aside. “All right. Can the bullshit.”


Pellam shut the camera off.


“She didn’t start the fire,” Pellam said.


“What’re you? A reporter?”


“Something like that.”


“She didn’t start it, huh? Who did? Was it you?”


“I gave my statement to your assistant. Does he have a name, by the way?”


Lomax ignored this. “Answer my question. If you’re so sure she didn’t start the fire then maybe you did.”


“No, I didn’t start the fire.” Pellam gave a frustrated sigh.


“How’d you get out? Of the building?”


“The fire escape.”


“But she says she wasn’t in her apartment when it started. Who buzzed you in?”


“Rhonda Sanchez. In 2D.”


“You know her?”


“Met her. She knows I was doing a film about Ettie. So she let me in.”


Lomax asked quickly, “If Ettie wasn’t there then why’d you go in at all?”


“We were going to meet at ten. I figured if she was out she’d be back in a few minutes. I’d wait upstairs. Turns out she’d been shopping.”


“Didn’t that seem kind of strange – an old lady out on the streets of Hell’s Kitchen at ten p.m.?”


“Ettie keeps her own hours.”


Lomax was now in a talkative mood. “So you just happened to be beside the fire escape when the fire started. Lucky man.”


“Sometimes I am,” Pellam said.


“Tell me exactly what you saw.”


“I gave him my statement.”


Lomax snapped back, “Which didn’t tell me shit. Give me some details. Be helpful.”


Pellam thought for a moment, deciding that the more cooperative he was the better it would be for Ettie. He explained about looking into the stairwell, seeing the door blow outward. About the fire and smoke. And sparks. Lots of sparks. Lomax and his pro-wrestler assistant remained impassive and Pellam said, “I’m not much help, I suppose.”


“If you’re telling the truth you’re tons of help.”


“Why would I lie?”


“Tell me, Mr Lucky, was there more flame or more smoke?”


“More smoke, I guess.”


The fire marshal nodded. “What color was the flame?”


“I don’t know. Fire-colored. Orange.”


“Any blue?”


“No.”


Lomax recorded these facts.


Exasperated, Pellam asked, “What do you have on her? Evidence? Witnesses?”


Lomax’s smile pled the Fifth.


“Look,” Pellam snapped, “she’s a seventy-year-old lady—”


“Hey, Mr Lucky, lemme tell you something. Last year, fire marshals investigated ten thousand suspicious fires in the city. More than half were arson and a third of those were set by women.”


“That doesn’t really seem like admissible evidence. What was your probable cause?”


Lomax turned to his assistant. “Probable cause. He knows probable cause. Learn that from NYPD Blue? Murder One? Naw, you look like an O.J.-Simpson-watcher to me. Fuck you and your probable cause. Get the hell out of here.”


Back behind the police line Pellam continued to take footage and Lomax continued to ignore him.


He was filming the grimy alley behind the building – memorializing the stack of garbage bags that had saved Ettie’s bacon – when he heard a thin wail, the noise smoke might make if smoke made noise.


He walked toward the construction site across the street, where a sixty-story high-rise was nearing completion. As he approached, the smoke became words. “One a them. I’ma be one a them.” The woman sat in the shadow of a huge Dumpster beside two eroded stone bulldogs, which had guarded the stairs to Ettie’s building for one hundred and thirty years. She was a black woman with a pretty, pocked face, her white blouse smudged and torn.


Crouching, Pellam said, “Sibbie. You all right?”


She continued to stare at the ruined tenement.


“Sibbie, remember me? It’s John. I took some pictures of you. For my movie. You told me about moving down here from Harlem. You remember me.”


The woman didn’t seem to. He’d met her on the doorstep one day when he’d come to interview Ettie and she’d apparently heard about him because without any other greeting she’d said she would tell him about her life for twenty dollars. Some documentary filmmakers might balk on the ethical issue of paying subjects but Pellam slipped her the bill and was shooting footage before she’d decided which pocket to put it in. It was a waste of money and time, though; she was making up most of what she told him.


“You got out okay.”


Distracted, Sibbie explained that she’d been at home with her children at the time of the fire, just starting a dinner of rice and beans with ketchup. They easily escaped but she and the youngsters had returned, risking the flames to save what they could. “But not the TV. We try but it too heavy. Shit.”


A mother’d let her children take a risk like that? Pellam shivered at the thought.


Behind her were a girl of about four, clutching a broken toy, and a boy, nine or ten, with an unsmiling mouth but eyes that seemed irrepressibly cheerful. “Somebody burn us out,” he said, immensely proud. “Man, you believe that?”


“I ask you a few questions?” Pellam began.


Sibbie said nothing.


He started the Betacam, hoping her short-term memory was better than the recollections of her youth.


“Yo, you with CNN?” the boy asked, staring at the glowing red eye of the Sony.


“Nup. I’m working on a movie. I took some pictures of your mother last month.”


“Geddoutahere!” He cloaked his astonished eyes. “A movie. Wesley Snipes, Denzel, yeah! Shit.”


“You have any idea how the fire started?”


“Be the crews,” the boy said quickly.


“Shutcha mouth,” his mother barked, abruptly slipping out of her mournful reverie.


Crews meant gangs. “Which ones?”


The woman remained silent, eyes fixed on a key that passing traffic had pressed deep into the asphalt. Beside it was the butt end of a brass pistol cartridge. She looked up at the building. “Lookit that.”


Pellam said, “It was a nice building.”


“Ain’t shit now.” Sibbie snapped her fingers with a startling pop. “Oh, I’ma be one a them.”


Pellam asked, “One of who?”


“Livin’ on the street. We gonna live on the street. I’ma get sick. I’ma get the Village curse and I gonna die.”


“No, you’ll be okay. The city’ll take care of you.”


“The city. Shit.”


“You see anybody around the basement when the fire started?”


“Hells, yeah,” the boy said. “What it is. Be the crews. I seen ’em. This nigger keep his eyes open. I—”


Sibbie viciously slapped her son’s cheek. “He didn’t see nothing! All y’all ain’t worry about it no more!”


Pellam winced at the slap. The boy noticed his expression but the tacit sympathy didn’t comfort any more than the blow’d seemed to hurt.


“Sibbie, it’s not safe around here,” Pellam said. “Go to that shelter. The one up the street.”


“Shelter. Shit. I save me a few things.” Sibbie motioned toward her shopping bag. “Be looking for my mama’s lace. Can’t find it, shit, it gone.” She called out to a cluster of sightseers, “All y’all find any lace ’round here?”


No one paid her any attention. “Sibbie, you have any money?” Pellam asked.


“I got fi’ dollar some man give me.”


Pellam slipped her a twenty. He stepped into the street and flagged down a cab. Pellam held up a twenty. “Take her to the shelter, the one on Fiftieth.”


He glanced at his potential fare. “Hey, man, I’m going off duty—”


Pellam silenced him with another bill.


The family piled in. From the back seat Ismail, eyes cautious now, stared at Pellam. Then the cab was gone. He hefted the Betacam, which now weighed a half ton, and lifted it to his shoulder once again.





What’s this? A cowboy?


Boots, blue jeans, black shirt.


All he needs is a string tie and a horse.


Yee-haw, Sonny thought. Everybody’s tawking at me . . .


He’d watched as the cowboy had stuffed the shriveled-up nigger lady and her little nigger kids into a cab and had returned to the charred remains of the tenement.


As he’d been doing for the past several hours Sonny studied the destroyed building with pleasure and a modicum of itchy lust. At the moment he was thinking about the noise of fire. The floors had fallen, he knew, with a crash but nobody would have heard. Fire is much louder than people think. Fire roars with the sound of blood in your ears when the flames reach your, say, knees.


And he was thinking of the smell. He inhaled the unique perfume of scorched wood and carbonized plastic and oxidized metal. Then, reluctantly, he surfaced from his reverie and studied the cowboy carefully. He was taping the fire marshal as he directed an exhausted fireman to hoe through some refuse with his Halligan tool, a combination axe and crowbar. Invented by Huey Halligan. An all-time, world-class firefighter, pride of the NYFD. Sonny respected his enemies.


He knew a lot about them too. For instance, he knew that there were 250 fire marshals in the City of New York. Some were good and some were bad but this one, Lomax, was excellent. Sonny watched him taking pictures of the alligatoring on a piece of charred wood. The marshal had spotted that right away, God bless him. The black squares on the surface were large and shiny, which meant the fire was fast and it was hot. Useful in the investigation. And the trial – as if they’d ever catch him.


The marshal picked up a six-foot hook and broke through a ground-floor window, shone his flashlight inside.


A few years ago the city created the Red Hat patrol in the fire marshal’s department. They’d given marshals red baseball caps and sent them cruising through high-risk arson areas. Those were the days when Sonny was just learning his trade and it had been very helpful to flag the marshals so obviously. Now they dressed like regular plainclothes schmucks but Sonny had enough experience that he didn’t need red hats to spot the enemy. Now Sonny could look in a man’s eyes and know that he made fires his living.


Either starting them or putting them out.


Sonny, no longer quite so happy, feeling shakier and sweatier, glanced at the big camera in the cowboy’s hand. A cable ran to a battery pack in a canvas bag. It wasn’t one of those cheap videocams. This was the real thing.


Who exactly are you, Joe Buck? What exactly are you doing here?


Sonny began to sweat harder (which didn’t bother him though he’d been sweating an awful lot lately) and his hands began to shake (which did bother him because that was a very bad thing in someone who assembled incendiary devices for a living).


Watching tall, thin Joe Buck take some more footage of the burnt-out tenement. Sonny decided he hated the cowboy more for his height than because he was shooting so fucking much tape of a building he’d just burned down.


Still, in some part of his heart, he hoped the tapes were good; he was proud of this little fire.


After he’d started the blaze and slipped back out through the basement door, he’d hidden in the construction site across the street and turned on his Radio Shack scanner. He heard the dispatcher put out a second-alarm assignment. It had been a 10–45, code 2 call. He was pleased about the alarm – which meant a serious fire – but disappointed about the code, which meant that there’d been only injuries, not fatalities. Code 1 meant death.


The cowboy continued to shoot for a few minutes. Then he shut the big camera off and slipped it back into his bag.


Sonny glanced again at the fire marshal and his cronies – my gosh, that’s one huge faggot assistant. Lomax told the big boy to order a backhoe and start the vertical excavation as soon as possible. Silently Sonny told them that this was the correct procedure for investigating a fire like this.


But Sonny was getting more and more worried. Pretty soon he was all worry, the way a corridor fills with smoke; one minute it’s clear, the next it’s dense as cotton.


The reason, however, wasn’t Lomax or his huge assistant. It was the cowboy.


I hate that man. Hate him, hate him, hate him hate him hate him.


Sonny tossed his long blond ponytail off his shoulder, wiped a sweating forehead with shaking hands and eased through the crowd, closer to Joe Buck. His breathing was labored and his heart slammed in his chest. He sucked smoke-laden air into his lungs and exhaled very slowly, enjoying the taste, the smell. Beneath his hands the yellow tape trembled. Stop that stop that stop that stop that stop that!


He glanced up at Pellam.


Not quite a foot taller. Maybe a lot less than that. Ten inches, if Sonny stood up straight. Or nine.


Suddenly a new spectator eased between them and Sonny was jostled aside. The intruder was a young woman in a rich, deep-green double-breasted suit. A businesswoman. She said, “Terrible. Just awful.”


“Did you see it happen?” the cowboy asked.


She nodded. “I was coming home from work. I was on an audit. You a reporter?”


“I’m doing a film about some of the tenants in the building.”


“A film. Cool. A documentary? I’m Alice.”


“Pellam.”


Pellam, Sonny thought. Pellam. Pell-am. He pictured the name and spoke it over and over and over in his mind until, like the top of a column of smoke, it was there but was no longer visible.


“At first,” she continued, looking at the cowboy’s, at Pellam’s lean face, “it was like there was nothing wrong, then all of a sudden there were flames everywhere. I mean, totally everywhere.” She carried a heavy briefcase stamped Ernst & Young in gold and with her free hand twined her short red hair nervously about her index finger. Sonny glanced at her laminated business card, hanging from the handle.


Pellam asked, “Where exactly did it start?”


She nodded. “Well, I saw the flames break through the window there.” Pointed to the basement.


She didn’t seem at all like an Alice to him. She looked like that somber little thing on The X-Files, whom Sonny, in a private joke, called “Agent Scullery.”


Like Pellam, Scullery was taller than Sonny. He disliked tall men but he venomously hated women taller than he was and when she happened to glance down at him the way she’d glance at a squirrel his hatred turned from anger to something very calm and very hot.


“I was the one that called the fire department. From that box on the corner. Those boxes, you know, you see but you never think about.”


He also hated short hair because it didn’t take very long to burn away. He wiped his hands on his white slacks and listened carefully. Agent Scullery rambled on about fire trucks and ambulances and burn victims and smoke victims and jump victims.


And mud.


“There was mud all over the place. You don’t think about mud at fires.”


Some of us do, Sonny thought. Go on.


Agent Scullery told Joe Buck the faggot cowboy about glowing-red bolts and melting glass and a man she’d seen pulling burnt pieces of chicken from the embers and eating them while people screamed for help. “It was . . .” she paused, thinking of a concise word, “excruciating.” Sonny had worked for a number of business people and he knew how they lived to summarize.


“Did you see anyone near the building when it started?”


“In the back I did. There were some people there. In the alley.”


“Who?”


“I didn’t pay much attention.”


“You have any idea?” the cowboy persisted.


Sonny listened intently but Agent Scullery couldn’t recall very much. “A man. A couple of men. That’s all I know. I’m sorry.”


“Young. Teenagers?”


“Not so young. I don’t know. Sorry.”


Pellam thanked her. She lingered, maybe waiting to see if he’d ask her out. But he just smiled a noncommittal smile, stepped into the street, flagged down a cab. Sonny hurried after him but the cowboy was already inside and the yellow Chevy was speeding away before Sonny even got to the curbside. He didn’t hear the destination.


He was momentarily enraged that Pellam the tall Midnight Cowboy had gotten away from him so easily. But then he reflected that that was all right – this wasn’t really about eliminating witnesses or punishing intruders. It was about something much, much bigger.


He held up his hands and noticed that they’d stopped shaking. A tatter of smoke, a dissolving ghost, wafted before Sonny’s face and, helpless, he could only close his eyes and inhale the sweet perfume.


Remaining this way for a long moment, motionless and blind, he came back to earth slowly and dug into his shoulder bag. He found out that he only had a pint or so of juice left.


But that was plenty, he decided. More than enough. Sometimes you only needed a spoonful. Depending on how much time you had. And how clever you were. At the moment Sonny had all the time in the world. And, as always, he knew he was clever as a fox.
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Windy this morning.


An August storm was approaching and the first thing Pellam noticed when he woke, hearing the wind, was that he wasn’t swaying.


It’d been over three months since he’d parked the Winnebego Chieftain at Westchester Auto Storage in White Plains and temporarily forsaken his nomadic lifestyle. Three months – but he still sometimes had trouble sleeping in a bed that wasn’t atop steel springs badly in need of replacement. With this much wind today he ought to be swaying like a passenger in a gale.


He also hadn’t gotten used to paying fifteen hundred a month for a one-bedroom East Village shotgun flat, whose main attraction was a bathtub in the kitchen. (“It’s called a bitchen,” the real estate woman told him, taking his check for the broker’s fee and first month’s rent as if he’d owed her the money for months. “People’re totally dying for them nowadays.”) Fourth-floor walk-up, the linoleum floor a dirty beige and walls green as Ettie Washington’s hospital room. And what, he’d been wondering, was that smell?


In his years doing location work Pellam had scouted in Manhattan only a few times. The local companies largely had the business locked up and, besides, because of the high cost of shooting here the Manhattan you saw in most movies was usually Toronto, Cleveland or a set. The films actually shot in the city had little appeal to him – weird little Jim Jarmusch student-quality independents and dull mainstreams. EXT. PLAZA HOTEL – DAY, EXT. WALL STREET – NIGHT. The scouting assignments had less to do with being the director’s third eye than filling out the proper forms in the Mayor’s Film Office and making sure cash went where it was supposed to go, both above and below the table.


But scouting was behind him for the immediate future. He was a month away from finishing the rough cut of his first film in years and the first documentary he’d ever made. West of Eighth was the title.


He showered and brushed his unruly black hair into place, thinking about the project. The schedule allowed him only another week of taping then three weeks of editing and post-pro. September 27 was the deadline for mixing and delivery to WGBH in Boston, where he’d work with the producer on the final cut. PBS airing was planned for early next spring. Simultaneously he’d have the tape transferred to film, re-edited and shipped for limited release in art theaters in the U.S. and on Channel 4 in England next summer. Then submissions to festivals in Cannes, Venice, Toronto and Berlin and to the Oscars.


Of course that had been the plan. But now?


The motif of West of Eighth had been the tenement at 458 West Thirty-sixth Street and the residents who lived there. But Ettie Washington was the centerpiece. With her arrest he wondered if he was now the proud owner of two hundred hours of fascinating interviews that would never find their way to TV or silver screen.
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