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      Once more for Colleen,

      who always understood

      And in memory of my father,

      Richard, who was a soldier

      on a train a long time ago.
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      Iwas a small boy in the 1950s, and my grandmother often walked me through our little town and showed me the houses where soldiers had lived until the day they left their parents for the Second World War, many of them taller than their fathers by then, but still young enough for the town to recall them as their mother’s little boys. They left mostly modest walk-up row houses, joined at the shoulders, with windows facing the street. And in those days of the war, mothers hung small flags in the windows with a blue star for each son who was serving. When one of those sons died, a gold star was sewn over the blue one, and my grandmother would walk in her flower print dress to the mother’s house with a casserole or pie and sit and talk with her, mostly just listening. And as she listened, she began to dream about the boys who had left this little town, never believing they might not return, and of the boys who made it back home to father a vast new generation of babies, with a look in their eyes like they wanted to get started in the next five minutes. Those soldiers, the lucky ones, came home and married their sweethearts and started having babies as fast as they could, and my grandmother believed that each time one of those babies was born, the soul that inhabited it came from one of the dead soldiers, so that those boys who had died so far from home got to live again in the town where they had grown up, the town they had left for the war. And all their lives, these children of the next generation, inhabited by the souls of the dead soldiers, would run through the quiet tree-lined streets playing, and later park their cars outside the movie theater, with the strange sense of familiarity, the sense that they had been there before and that all of this was happening to them once again.
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      It had been a hard year in New York City for beggars and for princes. But with Christmas coming on once more, the search for meaning began again along the gaudy boulevards of commerce and down the unmarked alleyways of love, where all we know is what we remember, and where we still wait for someone who might cast a light over the walls of our hearts.

      There was snow late that afternoon, big fat flakes swirling like scraps of paper through the slanting light in Manhattan, and as dusk neared, a cold mist rose up from the East River. You could feel it along the sidewalks among the shoppers hurrying home with their brightly wrapped packages. I don’t mean the mist, I mean the emptiness, which we should call by its real name. Fear.

      By then we were all afraid of something. Losing our jobs, or our money, or disappointing the people who depended on us, or being no longer blessed. I suppose we were afraid of being cut loose from what had protected us for so long and ending up as haunted, weary travelers on a night journey, bound for where we would never be certain again.

      None of this was on the mind of the homeless woman sitting inside a cardboard box house above the steam grate on Park Avenue as night began to fall. This woman’s house was ingeniously constructed of three washing machine boxes fitted inside each other like Russian dolls. It’s easy to walk past these people, because we have seen so many of them in cities across America, refugees from some other life, stuffing newspaper inside their sleeves and shoes for insulation against the cold. In the town where I was a boy, my grandmother called them hobos, and she knew one of them by name. He was a man who had once lived a celebrated life in a mansion outside Philadelphia, where he had a room filled with telescopes and a miniature baseball field in his back yard, an exact replica of Ebbets Field in Brooklyn, where the Dodgers played, before he lost everything in the Great Depression and took up permanent residence in a rusting Georgia Pacific boxcar abandoned on the bank of the Schuylkill River.

      This homeless beggar in her late twenties went by the name Cooper, rather than her full name, Sally Cooper, and she passed for a man beneath the rags and the dirt and the wool cap pulled down low. You would have had to look closely to notice her startling green eyes and the refined cut of her cheekbones in a face turned blue from the cold, as she stared with a depthless sorrow at the lighted Christmas tree in front of the big department store.

      The holidays are tough on those in pain.

      And they were on those in investment banking as well, that year.

      Wall Street looked deserted that night. A few fat pigeons and one three-legged dog chasing the paper trash that moved along Stone and Hanover Streets in the wind. In the fading light, the neoclassical façade of The Exchange looked like an abandoned movie set. Some wise guy had tied a black plastic trash bag over the head of the charging bronze bull.

      This did not sit well with the boss, who stood at the ornate, trimmed windows in the fifth-story offices of The Company, looking down into the street. He was a sixty-year old man, elegantly dressed in pin stripes and yellow suspenders, and when he had seen enough outside, he turned back to face a room filled with handsome young patricians sitting behind computer terminals, all of them looking like they were awaiting their execution. The room itself was adorned with gleaming, triple-crown molding, a gilded chandelier, and Persian carpets that Joseph P. Kennedy had purchased when he first occupied the space in 1938. One of the young men in the room, Charlie Andrews, a handsome thirty-year-old in a suit made of steel, had his head bowed almost to his knees and was breathing like he was going to have a heart attack.

      “Turn off your damned machines,” the boss cried out. And they followed his orders. One at a time the computer screens went black. His eyes moved slowly across the room before he spoke again. “You boys managed to do what two world wars and the bloody Great Depression couldn’t do. You destroyed this magnificent company, and when I stand here looking at you now, do you know what I see? I see pigs at a trough. Pigs at a trough. Get out of my sight.”

      Slowly the handsome young princes rose to their feet and left the room. Charlie was the last to leave and he walked out by himself, a look of death across his face.

      Against the approaching darkness, Cooper lit a wooden kitchen match, its bright spark transforming her cardboard house into a glowing box of light. Illuminated on one wall were two photographs cut from old Life magazines, like the ones my grandmother had often shown me when she spoke about the war. One was a giant troop ship, her decks crammed with soldiers waving as the boat slipped past the Statue of Liberty to begin her crossing to England. Another was the iconic picture of the sailor kissing the young woman in Times Square, bending her over in his embrace as a blizzard of ticker tape blew through Manhattan. A shadow history of America. And with these magazine photographs there was one personal black and white picture of a beautiful little girl, maybe six years old, in an elegant white dress, standing before a tall mirror in an exquisite frame of carved rose petals. There were no other people in the picture, just store mannequins in wedding dresses. The way Cooper gazed at the child, it must have been someone she lost. Maybe herself. There was a deep longing in her eyes as she studied the picture, the kind of longing that comes with a realization that when we lose the people we love best in this life, most of the time it is our own fault.

      Just before her match went out, Cooper took the photograph from the wall, slipped it into her pocket, and made her way out into the night.

      On the other side of the world, less than a mile away, was the Waldorf Hotel, lit up like a castle in Switzerland. Charlie Andrews had just checked in at the front desk. If he had not been wearing a three-thousand-dollar suit and four-hundred-dollar shoes, he might have aroused suspicion arriving for the night with no luggage, but as it was, he walked purposely to the bronze elevator doors and rose as weightless as a moth to the twenty-second floor. On the door knob, he hooked the little sign that said in four languages he did not want to be disturbed, opened a small bottle of Jack Daniels from the mini bar, poured it into a cut-crystal glass, and took his cell phone from his jacket pocket, glancing down at the lit screen that always comforted him in some way he had never tried to understand.

      When he finished his drink, he drew back the shades, slid open the window, and looked down at the street. Directly below were two bellhops, dressed for a more dignified century in baroque capes and top hats. They were sneaking a cigarette, blowing plumes of smoke toward the sky where Charlie counted seven bright stars, pierced with light.

      Cooper had reached a small boutique on Fifty-Seventh Street and stood at the glass windows looking at a display of beautiful dresses, an assortment of wedding gowns, and the loveliest little dress for a flower girl the world has ever seen.

      A moment passed and then she turned up the collar of her ratty coat and bravely entered the store, which smelled like daffodils. A gust of cold wind swept into the shop from the street and before she could close the door, a bristling young woman in clicking heels approached from a back room, already calling out, “You’ll have to leave.”

      Cooper tried to placate her with a smile. “I’ll only be a minute,” she said sweetly. “I was just hoping you’d found the dress.”

      “There’s no dress here for you. I’ve already told you that. Now, you’ll have to leave my store.”

      Cooper tried again, gesturing to the flower girl dress in the window as she said, “It looks just like that one.”

      “It doesn’t matter to me what it looks like,” the woman replied as she swung open the door. “Please don’t come back here again, or I’ll have to call the police.”

      She waited until Cooper had stepped outside, then locked the door and watched Cooper walk away.

      In room 2217 at the Waldorf, his suit jacket off and the tails of his Ascot Changs shirt hanging out, Charlie sat in the Queen Anne chair before the open window, where he had lined up six empty bottles of Jack Daniels like toy soldiers. He was methodically deleting all the names and telephone numbers in his phone, one at a time. Each time he hit the delete button and another name disappeared, he recalled a girl he dated for a while, who told him that she would be happy to marry him just for the chance to watch him dress for work each morning. Trying to picture her face, he glanced toward the window and realized how remarkably still the world seemed. And with this stillness there was a cold bleakness somewhere in his chest, and a depression in his heart that had weight to it. And a quiet, bright darkness that took all the strength from him.

      Cooper was back on the sidewalk watching people line up on the corner at a bus stop. The first in line was a black nurse or hospital technician of some kind, eating a slice of pizza. Behind her was a construction worker, his hard hat cocked rakishly to one side of his head, which was covered in a red bandana. And the last in line was an elderly man with thick white hair, as white as the snow falling from above him. He stood with a cane in his right hand. Finally the bus approached and came to a stop. The first two people entered the bus and as the elderly man reached the first step, Cooper saw something fall from his pocket into the snow. While she waited for the bus to pull away, she decided to keep whatever the man had lost.

      If it had been a wallet, she would have kept the money and given the rest to the first policeman she saw. She had done that before. She had once overheard someone say that in this city of eight million people, more than seven hundred lose their wallets every single day. According to the police, the number had risen sharply once people began having more things to keep track of. iPods. Cell phones. Tiny digital cameras.

      Tonight what Cooper found in the snow was a cell phone, worth five dollars at the pawn shop, and as she walked there she had the luxury of deciding whether she would eat something tonight, or save the money for breakfast in the morning.

      There was a line of refugees inside the pawnshop, each of them asking the Korean man behind the counter for more than he was offering, before grimly settling for his price. The man in front of Cooper had a gash across the back of his neck that looked like it had been stitched up on a sewing machine. She was counting the stitches when the phone began ringing in her hand. The sound, an old swing tune with a loud bass drum, startled her, and after a moment when she couldn’t figure out how to silence it, the owner of the pawnshop yelled at her. “Hey, Einstein! Take that noise outside!”

      Out on the sidewalk, she walked in a circle with the sound of a band playing in the palm of her hand. It seemed to be playing louder now and no matter how many of the lighted buttons she pushed, it wouldn’t stop, until suddenly there was a man’s voice speaking to her with these words, “It’s Charlie. I’ve lost all your money. Everything you ever said about me was true. I’m going to make it easier for both of us, Pop. I’m going to kill myself tonight.”

      The words took her breath away. She felt her knees tremble and she stumbled across the sidewalk and leaned against a building as the voice said, “Are you there?”

      She glanced quickly at the world around her, looking for an answer. She saw a couple walk past her, arm in arm. She saw the white snow mounting softly on a window ledge. And bright stars above her, which began to drift across the dark sky as she grew dizzy, and she lay her face against the granite building and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she was staring at an ornate carved angel that looked straight into her eyes.

      “Your father wants to talk to you,” she said into the phone. “Where are you, Charlie?”

      And then she began running through the snow as she held the phone to her ear. At an intersection, she stopped and took a second to get her bearings, then turned left and ran through the traffic as cars and buses honked their horns at her. Soon she was running right up the center of Park Avenue, weaving her way between moving cars, some whose drivers rolled down their windows and cursed at her, others who, despite the fact that they had grown familiar with the city’s sad parade of troubled souls, locked their doors until the crazy woman in rags had passed.

      By the time she reached the Waldorf, it was snowing harder and a small crowd of people had gathered on the sidewalk, some were pointing up at the open window where a man stood in its frame, his shirttails blowing in the wind. Cooper moved through them until she came face to face with one of the bellhops and said the first thing that came into her mind. “I know him. Get me up there.”
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      In the elevator, Cooper looked down at the stains on her pants while she spoke to Charlie. “I just want to give you your father’s phone,” she said, “and then I’ll leave. I’m in the elevator now.” Rising through the air with her were the manager, whose bald head gleamed under the ceiling light, a maintenance man carrying a steel ring of keys, and an elderly woman with a small white dog on a rhinestone-studded leash. They stood as far away from Cooper as the small space would allow, and when the elderly woman stepped off on the thirteenth floor she looked back at Cooper before the doors slid closed and said, “This is the Waldorf, you must have made a wrong turn somewhere.”

      Cooper bowed her head. She had a sense of her own terrible fragility, her bones turning brittle as hollow glass this winter.

      The maintenance man unlocked the door to Charlie’s room and she stepped in behind him and the manager. From the threshold she could see Charlie standing in the open window, holding his cell phone to his ear.

      “I’m here now,” she said into the phone and when he turned to face her and their eyes met for the first time, a quiet calm spread through her, and she walked purposefully past the other two men, crossing the room so that she was close enough to speak to Charlie without raising her voice. By now the wind was blowing harder and the white curtains enveloped him like wings. He had turned away from her but when she called to him, he turned back slightly and regarded her. He looked confused and frightened in his beautiful suit, which was fluttering in the wind.

      Cooper smiled at him. “Your father dropped his phone in the street tonight,” she said. “Lucky me, I found it.”

      Charlie’s face went blank before he turned to the dark night and the street below, as if Cooper didn’t exist. She took a step closer to try to draw him back. “Listen,” she said. “Your father loves you, no matter what—”

      He cut her off and said, “No matter what I’ve done?”

      She thought for a moment, then said, “No matter what’s happened to you.”

      When Charlie stretched his arms out at his sides, like he was going to try to fly from his perch, she said the next thing that came into her mind. “I grew up in a small town in Northern California. There’s a lake there, and when it’s really calm and still, the stars are reflected across the water like they’re drowning.”

      This left her breathless as she waited. Finally Charlie looked at her and he seemed to be waiting for her to say something more, so she went on. “When I was a little girl my mother taught me to sail a small boat. It’s still there. If you can get me there, Charlie, I’ll sail with you through the stars. Would you like to do that?”

      Their eyes met again and she said one more thing as she watched him looking at her, as if he was trying to decide why in the world he should believe this beggar in rags. “I’ve been trying to get back there. Have you ever really wanted to get somewhere, but there’s a heaviness on you and you just can’t move?” she asked him.

      He didn’t seem to hear. “My boss has a sailboat,” he said.

      “Oh,” she said at once. “What kind?”

      “A yacht,” he replied. “Only by next week it will be repossessed. I lost all his money on Tuesday. I lost everybody’s money.”

      He gazed out at the night sky as a pained look settled in his eyes. Then he asked, “How did you get my father’s phone?”

      “It fell from his pocket into the street,” she answered.

      He looked away, turning his head slowly. “Was he drunk?”

      “I wouldn’t know that,” she said.

      “He’s been drinking ever since I was born. He worked his whole life for me at a paint factory in Hoboken. Most of it on the night shift. He put me through college and business school. When he retired, I persuaded him to take his pension in a lump sum and let me invest it. It was forty-two years of work. When things went bad last summer, I lost half of it
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