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By Lou Dellaguzzo
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Jonah’s like a dog in a car during the long ride from Clinton, so excited is he by the constant movement and changing scenery outside the tinted window. He stays seated at the Port Authority Bus Terminal. He’s leery to take that first step. A prison official might grab his shoulder, like in his dream last night, and tell him there’s been an awful mistake.

He watches the other released men decamp the nearly full bus. Soon they’re accosted by a dapper guy, wiry and short, who hands out fliers and spouts a pitch Jonah can’t hear from inside. The hawker works his patter hard. He seems to make a good impression on the men, except the old-timers. They wave him off as if he were a horsefly.

“What’s the deal, sport?” the poker-faced driver says to Jonah. “You want I should take you back?”

The joke, if it is one, rattles Jonah. Some things aren’t funny and never will be. He grabs his coat, pulls his large duffle bag off the ceiling rack, and saunters out. The mild, early spring air flowing through the platform feels good. That bus was too warm. The moody, mumbling bruiser next to him didn’t want the window opened. Not even a crack. He puts on speed.

“Hey, Mr. Straggler.” It’s the guy with the fliers. “You’re missing an opportunity over here. I can save you a big one.”

“A big what?” Jonah doesn’t bother to stop.

“Pile of money. On the right clothes you’ll need.”

Jonah keeps walking.

“So no one can tell just by looking at you.”

“What do you mean tell?” though the point’s taken. The guy’s knowing expression, his gesture at the departing prison bus, confirm Jonah’s worst fear about his appearance.

He grabs a flier.

“I’m talking choice garments here,” the man says. “Top fashion brands only. No shoddy materials and fit—if I may be so bold.” He waves a finger at Jonah’s suit. “You think they know from patterns and fabrics where those were made? A tall, dark, and handsome like you has to look sharp, or you’ll stand out in the worst possible way.”

Jonah scans the leaflet while the guy jabbers. It’s confusing to see dollar amounts after each item. The prison’s clothing unit was a no-cash operation. It priced the garments on offer with a special point score. He’s not sure what quality threads go for on the outside. The prices seem a real bargain, but he was allowed only some of his savings to start. He can’t get the rest, such as it is, until after his first report to the parole office.

He gives the flier a closer read. “Why do I have to trade in my suit to get the deal?”

“My friend,” the guy says, “we’re a top fashion discount store. A Goodwill we’re not. We boost our tiny profit margin by selling the trade-ins to schmatte dealers. That’s one way we keep our prices low.”

“What’s another?”

The man taps his stubby nose and winks. “This is New York, my friend. A guy like you can figure the score since yesterday—but I said too much already. Now if you’ll excuse me, I got to meet another bus and get back to the store before the salesmen give it away. That’s how great our deals are. And don’t forget to show the flier to get our New Leaf Discount.”

* * * *
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Port Authority smells like a giant hot dog stand fueled by a diesel generator. Jonah takes the down escalator from the fourth floor. Between levels he witnesses a crime in process on the main concourse. Some burly guy in a pimp hat angles himself into a handsome blond who’s sporting a camel-haired coat and carrying a briefcase. A tan wallet appears in the thief’s hand, then vanishes. It’s a smooth bump-and-lift. The mark goes on his way unaware of the loss.

Jonah exits the terminal on Eighth Avenue. From the get-go it’s not what he hoped to see: The Square featured in tinted postcards sent to him during his first year inside: A Wonderland recalled from boyhood visits for special events. The crowded, friendly streets that blazed with lights from theater marquees, and from “neon spectaculars” that animated every rooftop with enormous ads.

He snakes his way past winos and junkies barely able to stand, and faded hookers trying to score tricks. Porno bookstores and peep shows far outnumber the legit theaters. Rip-off auction houses push fake jewelry. Hole-in-the-wall shops sell tourist crap or no-name electronics, along with a scary assortment of knives on prominent display. Chicken hawks and their knowing prey fill the game arcades that have mushroomed everywhere. Drug dealers work the pavement. Two-bit con artists of every stripe prowl the foot traffic for likely marks.

Empty storefronts, their windows painted an anemic green, dot the filthy side streets. Some stores look broken into. Spectral figures appear behind the colored glass. A loud argument spills past an open door. Two guys come flying out. One chases the other, wielding a rusty pipe and howling obscenities.

Jonah hoofs it back to the main boulevards. Eventually he finds himself before the Horn & Hardart automat at the “bowtie,” the Square’s core. The old Times Tower across the street has a new owner. It also has a new façade, one that hides the original terracotta within a giant marble shroud. A revamped news ticker runs along the exterior like a horizontal zipper. The latest headlines flash by in a train of white lights readable for blocks. Among them is news that LBJ will boost the troop count in Vietnam again.

“Get outta my way! Get outta my way! I’m telling you for your own good!”

Jonah obliges the squat, grimacing man and walks on. He’s seen this bowlegged joker several times on his tour, watched as the guy wheeled a huge steamer trunk along the streets, making pit-stops only at the busy peep shows. Most likely he’s a coin collector on his rounds.

The scene reminds Jonah of his brief time with a traveling carnie outfit. He worked the show as an adolescent gofer, one of many odd jobs he took while kicking around the country as a runaway. Every night he and the owner had a routine. They’d wheel an iron lockbox through the grounds, collecting the take from all the concession stands.

One block further he finds himself distracted by a lurid Odditorium poster outside Hubert’s Museum and Flea Circus. He visited the place as a little kid. Back then it was on the first floor, not relegated to the basement. He remembers some of the acts like the sword swallower and the flea show, in which the bugs scurried along dental floss and flew in antic circles around a spiraling toothpick device. Then there was Waldo, the guy who ate live mice onstage. Jonah always avoided that act. He took a pee break instead and dawdled in the lobby. But he came back for the real live headhunter, who displayed his many victims and described, in Pidgin English, how they got that way.

Suddenly he feels something like a football drive hard into his gut. He shoves it off fast. When he looks down he’s amazed to find a heavy boy lying flat on the ground and staring at the sky. A skinny kid stands nearby saucer-eyed and silent.

There’s only six, maybe seven. But it feels as though half the neighborhood street goons come at him at once, forming a mob, and venting their outrage.

“Why you did him like that, motherfucker?”

“You can slam a kid easy. Let’s see you do me.”

“I should kick his dick-string up his vest pocket,” and the like; except for some juiced-up wino with no teeth and a withered jaw. He offers to make them all disappear in return for a ten-spot. Meanwhile the foot traffic breezes by as if the ruckus were a family reunion.

Seconds later a lone and nervous cop appears. He inserts himself between the menacing pack and Jonah, who wishes the doughy guy were bigger and came with a squadron. He worries how he’ll be perceived. What the kids’ll say. Whom the cop’ll believe in the end, especially if he has to show his papers. Still winded from the assault, he tries to say what happened as best he can. But he has to compete with the mob barking for him to get pinched. They all swear he pushed the kid on purpose. Some claim he went out of his way to do it although he was standing still. Then there’s the cop. His attitude. It seems to shift from impartial to suspicious.

Or so it appears to Jonah. It’s probably true what that clothes hawker told him at the bus station. People really can tell where he’s been just by looking at him.

“I saw the whole thing, officer,” a gruff voice shouts over the din. “This guy ain’t in the wrong.”

The words, spoken with authority and a strong Jersey accent, silence everyone. But only briefly. Before the cop opens his mouth, the mob turns its fury onto the portly, middle-aged gent bearing witness.

“You talkin shit, Charlie,” the loudest says.

“Hear that?” another tells the rest. “This whoogie come from nowhere and say we all liars.”

His charge fuels more outrage. The cop can’t be heard above the pack. He seems close to losing control. More police arrive from every direction. Five in all; and they’re big, much to Jonah’s relief. They have no problem getting everyone to settle down and let the witness tell his story.

“I’m an observer by nature,” the guy says with obvious pride. “I like to watch the hustle and bustle. Plus you got to be careful about what’s hanging around in the streets nowadays.”

A foul-mouthed dissent rumbles among the mob. The guy waits for it to subside. He seems to like an audience, even if half of it’s hostile.

“So I’m coming off Fifth,” he says, “and heading west on 42nd. That’s when I notice these two walking ahead of me.” He nods at the boys. They start to back away. A cop blocks their path and takes them by the shoulders.

“Get off me, man.” The skinny kid makes a lame attempt to shrug off the large hand.

“That’s the one,” the guy says. “The whiner. He was the instigator. Kept trying to push the other boy into every Joe in a suit who was coming from the opposite direction. Seemed to me like the bigger, the better. They pulled this routine for blocks. Each time they tried, their target was quick enough to avoid a hit. Until they got to this guy over here. He didn’t see ‘em coming. Too busy checking out that poster.”

Everyone takes a moment to scan the Odditorium placard. Jonah hopes his passing attention to it doesn’t make him seem creepy. Meanwhile, the mob doesn’t like the man’s account one bit. They let him and the cops know.

“I been on this block for hours, and I ain’t seen nothin like that.”

“Why’d a kid go and do that way? It don’t make no sense.”

“Damn straight.”

A guy with an oblong head and a scarred cheek glares at the witness.

“This Porky Pig just lookin for attention. Ain’t that right, Porky?”

“You got a nerve calling names,” the man says. “When’d you crawl out of jail—yesterday?”

The cops work hard to keep a lid on the eruption that follows. Shouted threats and insults jumble together. Both sides seem to
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