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AT LARGE IN THE CITY


 
1.

CASTLE GARDEN

Hot corn, get your hot corn!”

Her voice cut through the clamor of Broadway but attracted no customers as she made her way south through the teeming crowd, bouncing her basket on her hip. When she reached the gates of the old fort known as Castle Garden, where the immigration center was, she flashed a smile at the guard, entered the premises and quickly sold her corn, several dozen ears, to the usual cast of hollow-cheeked immigrants. The stuff had been dried on the cob in the fall and had to be soaked two full days before boiling, but even so, it had tasted good to her, five years back, after the unrelenting porridge of the passage from Dublin. Here and there, ears that had been stripped clean lay discarded in the dirt, kicked up against the pillars, along with every other sort of garbage. 

So she’d sold her corn, but it didn’t earn her much, just pennies a piece. She didn’t mind. Selling hot corn wasn’t why she’d come. Hot-corn girls were notorious for rounding out their incomes by stepping into corners and lifting their skirts upon request, but that wasn’t the sort of compromise Beatrice had chosen to make. She’d found another way to save up the money to bring her younger brother over, and to keep her dignity, too. 

“That was fine, miss,” said a boy, politely swallowing a belch. “Have you got any more?” 

He was just about her brother’s age. Her voice had sounded that Irish when she had first arrived. Now it was more flexible; she could show her brogue or not, depending on the situation. She let her voice lilt just enough to tell him he was at home there, too, but her answer was no, and she didn’t crack a smile. She had too much to do to linger with him.

She and her friend Fiona generally hit the disembarking passengers together. They were good, the two of them, could make more money as a pair than the rest of the girls in the gang put together, not least because they had fun doing it. They’d never been arrested, not even once. The jobs they pulled brought in plenty of money, but half the take went to their boss, just for starters, and then they split the rest between them. It was better than piecework, but it was taking too long for her to save up enough for Padric’s ticket. She worried about what would become of him if she didn’t send for him soon. And so she had been pleased to learn that morning that Fiona was needed to help on another job, leaving Beatrice free to go out solo. A small lie or two when the gang did their weekly accounts would mean she could keep four times as much as on a usual day, bringing Padric over that much faster. The only problem was, it was also far more perilous, since it wasn’t just the cops she had to worry about, but the boss as well. He would break her fingers if he ever discovered she’d kept his cut for herself. 

She took a sharp breath and stashed her basket behind a vast pile of luggage. The day was raw, and she was freezing. To do what she was going to do, she needed her hands to be warm and nimble. Her fingers fluttered in the dank harbor air, then vanished into her dress, leaving the sleeves of her overcoat dangling empty. Her hands darted past cheap gabardine and worn shirting and came to nestle in the heat, the musk, the fine damp hairs of her armpits. Soon her fingers were starting to feel warm. But her arms were trussed, and all she could do, when a gust of wind worked a copper strand loose from its braid and whipped it in her face, was snort and shake her head. Through it all, she watched the steamship’s tenders as they were loaded up with trunks, then passengers. 

The first-class passengers had long since gone through a genteel version of immigration and customs on shipboard; their tender landed them at a well-appointed West Side terminal, not Castle Garden. Steerage would be last off, as usual. But a ship this size carried people of every level of wealth and class, and her targets, the second-class passengers, would be the first to disembark here. As the tender bumped against the pilings, Beatrice extracted her hands from her armpits, stuck them nonchalantly back through her sleeves into her pockets and began to move. Her eye followed the parade of ribboned hats and horn-handled canes that parted the crowds in the frigid brick rotunda.

“As if there weren’t enough of these people already,” said a woman in a high velvet toque with a nervous thrust of her chin at the crowds of steerage passengers from earlier ships. Her husband winced and nodded. They’d just spent the season in London. Before the war, they had traveled first class and never had to set foot in Castle Garden, but most of her money was Southern—which was to say diminished since the War Between the States—and they’d been forced to make concessions. 

Beatrice shed her hat, let down the braids that had been twisted under it and adjusted her posture and face in subtle ways that stripped her of nearly a decade in a handful of seconds: She was suddenly quite a little girl. The second-class couple emerged at the north gate, relieved, with sighs and murmurs of “Ah, New York, so good to be home!” At the curb, while the coachman raised their trunks to his roof rack and the gentleman made to hand his lady up onto the tufted leather carriage bench, Beatrice pressed forward. With her hand outstretched, she said, “Welcome to America, sir, miss! Have you anything extra to help me and my ailing mother?” 

The couple looked away—he to the side, his wife to him. That was the trick, of course: to force them to look away.

Beatrice’s fingers were as fast as her eyes seemed innocent. Watches were her specialty, but this time she focused on the lady, who wore a pin on her lapel that reminded Beatrice of her mother’s long-gone gold-rimmed brooch. She wasn’t sure how good it was, how much it would bring, so she also grabbed the silk and suede wallet that protruded from the gentlewoman’s muff, which turned out to be bulging at the seams, though some of the currency was foreign. Then Beatrice was gone, and the couple was grateful. The horse left a loamy turd steaming on the pavement as it strained against its harness. The wheels ground forward. They were halfway home before they realized what they’d lost, at which point Beatrice was just pushing through the swinging doors of Marm Mandelbaum’s pawnshop, wondering what price she’d have to accept on the brooch in exchange for the old shrew’s discretion. 


 
2.

INFERNO

Asleep in the dark, with his limbs tucked up against his belly for warmth, he had made himself small, just a fetal lump in the middle of his narrow pallet. His blankets were topped by his overcoat, and he’d tucked the whole pile tightly around himself to keep it from sliding off into the night. The floor of the tack room had been strewn with hay, the wall by the bed decorated with a couple of nails from which, on warmer nights, he might have hung his clothes. The horseshoe propped upright on a crossbeam above his head was a relic of a previous tenant’s superstitions. There was little in that room to suggest who he was, this stableman, except perhaps the worn cashmere and shredded silk lining of his coat—it had been a fine garment, once. And on the narrow shelf made by another beam, a bowie knife and a few whittled figurines: a bear, a gorilla and a strange hybrid creature, like a griffin, but of his own imagining, composed of assorted parts of the exotic creatures he cared for.

It was no ordinary stable where he worked. The horse stalls were inhabited not by hacks but by dancing white Arabians, and there were no cows at all, but an orangutan, a giraffe, a python, a tiger. He had never expected this land of dreams to be quite so dreamlike, so uncanny. The job he had landed through the Labor Exchange was certainly not what he’d imagined doing in America when he’d left home. What he wanted to do was build cathedrals or, barring such glory, churches, houses, even roads. That was his training and, what with the constant stream of immigration to New York, he’d been sure there would be work for a man with experience in the building trades. It hadn’t been so easy, though. So there he was at P. T. Barnum’s American Museum, shoveling dung and hay and whiling away his few bits of spare time carving figures from odd chunks of wood he found lying about. 

His other possessions included a second shirt, some extra socks, a sack of apples and a guidebook to New York with a picture postcard tucked between its pages, one side showing an elegant bath hall at Baden-Baden, the other a stamp, a postmark from a decade before, a name and address, a message. His mother had sent her love, said the weather was fine, she was feeling much better and she would be home soon: the usual. Only the name above the address was notable—for its difference from the one by which the stableman was now known, on his documents and to his employers. He didn’t worry about anyone putting that together, though. Sometimes even he was incredulous at the great distance that lay between his present self and that boy who had been missed by his mother at Baden. How far was it from Germany to New York? He wasn’t exactly sure. It wasn’t a journey he’d ever meant to take. Things had happened to him, and he’d responded. Now he was here.

Was he happy? Not by a long shot. But not sad either. It was more that he was waiting for the next phase of his life to begin. In the meantime, his face and features were locked and shuttered like a shop at sundown, cinched tight like a burlap sack of onions with the drawstring knotted and wound around. When he was awake, he was cautiously optimistic—he’d landed on his feet more than once before. While he slept, he snored. And all around him in the stable, buzzing flies joined the noise, awakened from their quasihibernation by a warmth premature for the season and puzzlingly at odds with the weather outdoors.

That was the first alarm that something was amiss—a quiet one. The stableman was sleeping too deeply, dreaming too hard, to hear it. The clear screen of his cornea refracted the image of his optic nerve, and he saw backward into his own mind. The veins were like road maps leading to the time when he’d had a family, friends, a proper home. But that night the subject of the magic-lantern show flashing through his brain was nearer to hand: a sightseeing jaunt he’d taken on his last day off. 

He’d been walking back from the Battery when he first saw the girl. She was an average young woman hawking corn from a basket. He’d just eaten. But suddenly he found he was hungry, even for one of those mushy lukewarm ears of corn. The stuff was sold on every street corner by hot-corn girls of every variety: black near Union Square and Irish at the Battery, German further north and east. Wherever he went in New York, there was always one of them singing the same song, but he’d never heard it sung so nonchalantly, so appealingly. 

“Hot corn! Get your hot corn! Here’s your lily-white corn.”

And so a woman was conjured into being while he slept, conceived from his memory of seeing Beatrice on the street and a certain strain in the position of his limbs. But then the pleasure of the dream was stymied by the same frustration he’d felt that day at the crowded corner of Broadway and Maiden Lane. There she was, hawking her corn, but just when he’d nearly caught her, she slipped away from him into the crowd. In his sleep, in the tack room, which was filling now with smoke, he thrashed. Shouldn’t he get to taste her corn, if not to hold her, he wondered, at least in his dream? Something had ignited within him, just as the building he slept in so soundly was going up in fire. Oh well, there will be other hot-corn girls, he thought, never guessing, asleep or awake, that the skirts of his fate swished around that very hot-corn girl’s ankles.

She’d disappeared on him, but the heat she brought on remained. At least he was no longer cold, he thought, middream. He was standing before a roaring fire, a marble mantelpiece, a gleaming brass fender. He was back home in Germany, a boy in his father’s parlor. His mother was serving tea. But no, he’d gotten rid of his whole complicated past—or tried to. The dream flickered again.

He’d made it to the new world in steerage—no fine Meissen china anymore—and found himself a bed and a job. He was starting over. Barnum’s stable was a good enough place to wait for spring, when he could go out and look for building work. He thought of Raj, the Bengal tiger, who’d lain shivering in his fourth-story cage in the museum when last the stableman made his rounds. Of all the animals he cared for, Raj was the one he most identified with—his grace and frustration, his power and imprisonment, his obvious desire to burst forth and do something grander than slouch around Barnum’s. He could devour the world if he weren’t chained up in that cage. The stableman felt the same way. He was aware that, cold and poor as he was, the bottom was miles below. What he didn’t see, though, our stableman, was how close he lay to the edge of that abyss, how soon he was going to roll off into it.

That early March night had been frigid, so what then was this feeling that crept over him now—heat? Baking, burning heat. Could it be, he wondered, that he’d frozen to death? If so, he thought, Hell wasn’t quite what the faithful imagined. There was no settlement, no knowledge. Ignorance of Heaven and God persisted, but more cruelly—devoid now of any suspense or hope. Nor, yet, was it the nothingness that he’d expected.

So what was going on? The smell of burning horsehair reached him next, and he glimpsed where he was: in a stable. Not Heaven, not Hell, not with the girl from his dream; but neither was this his father’s house in the city or his uncle’s farm. He began to identify the sounds that had roused him: animals’ screams, the trumpeting of an elephant, the banging of animal bodies into metal bars and latched stall doors. He was in the circus stable of Barnum’s Museum, on Broadway, in Manhattan. Yellow flames jetted up in one corner through the smoke that billowed around him. The splintery barn wall by his cot was hot against his cheek; dark wisps of smoke swirled into every orifice. Barnum’s was on fire. 

He knew he should fly, but he couldn’t quite seem to gather his wits. He lay there propped up on his elbows and gaped. It was inappropriate, given the situation. For God’s sake, the roof was about to tumble down on him. He’d always been broody, a daydreamer, a weigher of options, and a ponderous nature can be a liability, but it wasn’t quite a fatal flaw. That wasn’t what held him back. No, he was stupefied by the smoke. All he needed was a sip of oxygenated air. 

How different everything would have been if that small, flaming beam on the far side of the room had not dislodged itself—or if it had brought on a cave-in. But instead it opened a draft that fueled both the fire and his mind, and the structural quiver that ensued from its fall sent that horseshoe spinning tips-over-nadir off the ledge through the air to land squarely with an audible thunk on his shin.

“Ow!”

In the moments it took him to go from stupefaction to pain and finally to action, two more charred rafters crashed down, forcing the flames several yards forward on every side. He sat up coughing and weeping from the smoke, clutched his covers, grabbed his boots. He considered possible escape routes and whether he’d have time to let loose the animals before the whole roof collapsed. He thought with a lurch of all Barnum’s rarer monsters, who were locked up in the far upper reaches of the museum, positioned expressly to lure patrons through the myriad more pedestrian exhibits—atrocious taxidermy, apocryphal texts, fabulous paintings. “The freaks and the fauna, boy. That’s what keeps them coming,” Barnum had said the one time he’d met the man, to impress him with the importance of his job; but that wasn’t why the stableman now chose to run into the flames. He loved the animals, and he had a humble favorite in a four-horned goat who was kept in a horse stall at the far end of the barn. It couldn’t even see over its door. In the end, it was mostly the thought of that goat being smoked alive that overruled his impulse toward self-preservation. 

In stocking feet but otherwise fully dressed against the bitter night, the stableman was up and running at last. Or up and crawling. At first he clutched his bedding and boots to his chest as he crouched and leapt, groped and ducked, stayed close to the ground where the air could still be breathed; but everywhere he stepped, everything he touched was searing hot, and at some point he stopped and swathed his head in the blanket, jammed his feet into his boots and draped the rest around his shoulders for protection from flying embers as he crept forward toward the stalls. Not a heroic costume or posture for an opening scene, but that was the best he could do. 

What he saw from under his improvised turban just might have been Hell after all. The fire had licked its chops and slurped up everything familiar, everything he had. The room he’d just left, though nothing but a cold closet off the tack room, was his only place in the world. It had suited him to live there, adjacent to all those animal souls, normally taciturn, howling now like the dead they were soon to join. In addition to the circus creatures, Barnum’s stable had a row of stalls for hackney horses. They pulled the roving wagons for the circus when it went out on the road, and when there was no road show they stayed home and plied the carriage trade, which, of course, ran all night.

But where were all the hack drivers now, he wondered. There were always a few of them hanging around, setting out late or returning early. Had they all succumbed? Had they noticed the fire early on and fled? And if so, why hadn’t they thought to free the horses at least, or to rouse him, to save him? They’d never hesitated to wake him in the past when there was trouble to attend to, whether fighting dogs, drunken midgets or ailing beasts. 

The air was choked with burning particles and eerie sounds, and the maze of hallways, pens and stalls confounded him, though normally he knew every turn in the dark, every beast by name and temperament, every horse by whether it liked to be scratched between or behind the ears. From where he stood, he could see the far wall glow and billow orange and black, swaying like a cobra, dancing before it strikes. The python! he thought. It would soon be baked behind its terrarium glass. But even if he were able to free it, where would it have to go after that but slithering off to a different death among the embers? 

Just then, he heard a distant bellow, and he recognized the voice of Sedric, the rather mangy dancing bear. The stableman’s urge to save the bear was checked by the recollection of the shackles, padlocks and iron bars Barnum used to prevent the theft and exaggerate the danger of his more grandiose or dangerous beasts. The panther, the gibbons, the elephants—all the carnivores and imports, in fact—were beyond his aid. He had no keys. Why should Barnum trust a nobody like him with keys?

The horses were screaming and the fire was all around, so that it seemed to be the flames that spoke in equine voices. Then a thunderclap of collapsing wood preceded the onrush of hooves; bared square teeth flattened him against the doorjamb. A roan hack caromed down the corridor, away from the fire and the door. He knew her—Alice, she pulled a fruit cart in the city, the monkey wagon on tour—and she reminded him of the one thing he could do: He marched into the heat, to the horse stalls. First came the show horses, six of them plus the pair of miniature white Arabians, then the hacks. He ran down the hallway, pausing every few steps to open two more stall doors, stopping only once to stroke the quivering nose of his goat before he drove her from her stall, shouting, “Go on, go! Get out of here!” And then he shouted it again, in German, and she went.

Saving the horses and the goat was a futile if good-hearted act. For in what way were their lives worth living anyhow? Split hooves and whippings, not pastured days, awaited most of them, even the ones that wore sequined saddle blankets seven nights a week. It took more than sugar lumps to train a stallion to juba. And when the toil and moldy oats had finally taken their toll, the soap and glue trades would pay cold cash for the honor of hauling the fallen away. But he didn’t think of that. He thought of low whinnies and bristly upper lips and the grateful munching of hay. The further he strayed from the main door, the harsher grew the air, until, by the time he thought of his own escape, the fire possessed the building. He could hardly see or breathe or move. His feet hurt where he’d stepped on coals before he got his boots on, blisters rising fast; his face was black with char, his hands were scorched and seared. He’d freed perhaps a quarter of the horses, but they hurtled to and fro in terror, unable to find the door. He’d never seen so many animals rear up in a single hour, never imagined the likes of Alice would again get beyond a trot. 

He had it in mind to run for the fire station next, as if he were the only man in Manhattan and there were no watchtowers, no alarm boxes, no neighbors, no hack drivers to notice the blaze that now burst through the roof in multiple places. But somehow that thought enabled him to make it, crawling, coughing and finally stumbling over the fallen lintel to the stable door. He was on his knees as he made his way into the night. The air was clear and cold, and the wind seemed to whip the smoke away from the Earth, straight to the stars. The stableman saw Orion’s Belt—three lights straight as ninepins, bright and fine and reassuring—and then he heard a fire wagon pull up at the curb, saw its steam pump gushing clouds of ice that mingled with the smoke. The clanging of bells suggested that other carriages approached as well. In the fire’s quavery light, a posse of men leapt forward to attack a small figure at the curb. General Tom Thumb? He wondered deliriously why they would do such a thing—unless they thought he had set the blaze? But of course it was only the fire hydrant on which the stableman had sat more than once, taking in the street scene, before the weather turned so cold. Soon a supple length of hose jerked and jumped. Water surged to its nozzle. Two men stood on either side to restrain it, like boys playing tug-of-war. They raised it toward the flaming doorway where he lay. Salvation! he thought, but it was a bit late for that.

The spray of water hit him like the whole North Sea, icy and powerful. He was on his knees already, and it smashed him to his belly, crashed against him like a wave on the rocks, shooting out in a horizontal geyser. He could neither advance nor retreat. Behind, the fire roared; ahead, hoses spewed. Above, the sky was high and black and dry and windy, filling fast now with low gray billows. Cinders wafted bright among the stars and a light snow fell from the spray of the hose. But he saw nothing anymore, save a white death as perilous as the red-hot one he’d escaped. Nor did the firemen see him, or the torrent relent. His eyes clamped tight, his mind shut down. How many choices did he have? How many do I? To save him from an early death here may be only to deliver him to a slow one later, a lifetime of struggle and humiliation. It might be kinder just to end it here, but now that I’ve taken him on, how could I? 

It was Beatrice who spotted him. She wore an enormous winter shawl on top of her overcoat and for a better view of the excitement was riding on the shoulders of her friend Fiona, her feet tucked into her partner’s armpits, her skirts bunched unladylike around her thighs, letting the cold air in. Beatrice was describing the scene to Fiona, who could see only snatches here and there through gaps in the milling crowd. Being pickpockets, they were always on the job, of course, but among many other things they were also girls, curious of a spectacle, and they’d long since ceased trying to work the crowd. 

Beatrice thought she saw a man emerge from the doorway and struggle briefly to stand, then ball up against the rushing water and disappear from view. Everyone else was watching the horses with their tails aflame, the windows shattering, the orange roil, but she stretched herself higher to confirm her sighting. Yes, there was a man in there, and she gesticulated to no one in particular. “Stop,” she shouted, “Stop!” But nobody heard. She was trying to flag down a fireman when she swayed too far sideways, and Fiona staggered and dropped her. She was too large a girl to be carried like that in the first place, even without all that flapping. She didn’t hit her head or break her arm, nothing grave, just landed on her back and lay gasping for breath, her arm still jabbing the air, pointing toward the stable door. She had become a small spectacle unto herself, and finally, when she got her breath back, her cries—“There’s someone alive in there, I saw someone trying to get out the door!”—at long last drew people’s attention to the man whom no one else had seen. 

If he’d heard her voice, he wouldn’t have recognized it, regardless of how he’d dreamed of her, or how many times she’d sung her wares in his neighborhood before. A song is not a shout. Even if he’d seen her, he might not have recognized her—she didn’t look exactly like the woman of his dream. The bridge of her nose had a larger bump, her eyes were deeper set, her chin was sharper. But no matter—he’d meet her again soon enough, and not find himself all that happy about it, if you must know. She couldn’t see his face—it was night, there was smoke, he was black with soot—and no, she wouldn’t have known him, but she’d find out who he was before long. But all that was later; this was now. 

Quite a crowd had gathered, and the collective eye of all those people followed the girl’s finger to the muddy figure writhing in limbo between fire and ice. Her announcement was repeated, mouth to ear, mouth to ear, until someone finally told a fireman, who told another, who briefly diverted the stream to a window above. Most in the crowd were silent with horror when they saw him; some cheered the survivor; others were more cynical, doubting aloud that he would live. Fires were common in New York—death, too. 

One of the onlookers was a dirty-blond man in the front row. He knew the stableman from Barnum’s, where he held some nebulous job that brought him through the stables now and then. He was talking to the boy at his side, loudly, so that anyone nearby could hear him—one of those people who seem to think everyone cares to know their opinions.

“Look at that, Jimster—isn’t that the new stableboy, the German one? Jesus Christus—you think maybe he’s the firebug?” He scratched his neck as they watched a fireman run up and drag the stableman to the sidelines.

“Come on, Mister U.,” said the boy. “Him?” But he wasn’t really paying attention; he was marveling at the water that came through the hydrant under fabulous pressure but started to freeze almost before it met the flames. It seemed the hoses were shooting snow. 

“Well, somebody did it, didn't they, Jimmy? Fire doesn’t light itself. Just look at it: Barnum’s burning down again. Just look at that blaze.” 

“Yeah,” said the boy, breathing out white puffs. “But you know what gets me? Where the Hell all that water comes from.” He was thinking of the corner well where he filled a pail in the mornings. He was thinking he was thirsty.

“What, Jimmy, really? Don’t you know? Croton. Travels forty miles over bridges, through tunnels, all downhill, just to get to that reservoir uptown.” 

But how would the boy have known that? He lived in the Fourth Ward, where the water had never been connected to the tenement flats. Sanitation for the population! was the cry of the social reformers, but it was just a slogan. Neither the city nor the tenement lords would pay to bring the water indoors. Meanwhile, every seven seconds one of New York’s more pampered households flushed a newfangled toilet bowl full of piss-yellow Croton water, sending another tiny wave of sewage out with the ebb, into the harbor—but never far enough. For the flood tide brought it back again, and naturally it settled in the boggy lowlands abutting the slums, and the tenement wells drew a questionable brew that was much the worse for having been in high places. 

The water the firemen were spewing at the blaze was the first Croton water the stableman had ever tasted, but he had no idea how clean and pure it was. There was the clanging of bells, the roar of flames, the rush of pressurized jets, and then he felt the arms of strangers lift him up and carry him away. His sodden clothes swiftly started to freeze into a stiff box around his body, and he felt the ice crack and rain down against his skin as he was packed off, shivering uncontrollably, into an official vehicle, whether ambulance or police wagon he didn’t think to wonder at the time. Someone asked his name, but he couldn’t respond. What did his name matter? What did his face? What did anything, when he’d lost yet again what little he had to lose? Most of Barnum’s animals were certainly dead—if not burned up then suffocated, their lungs scorched beyond resuscitation. His own breath was perilously shallow. 

Through the open rear doors of the coach, the stableman spotted a ghostly figure in a fourth-story window, and he thought a fireman must have ventured into the building to try to save the menagerie. Perhaps they had found the keys to the animals’ shackles. The face he saw was orange and strange, which he put down to the glow of the fire—until it opened its jaws and roared. Raj the tiger was free. The big cat tapped his paws against the hot glass, crouched out of sight, then reappeared in fluid motion. He pounced straight through the windowpane and sailed through the night in an aura of flames, shards and sparks, his leg iron trailing a charred lump of timber. 

His flight was magnificent. The people on the street watched silently as he landed with a thud, then they let out a collective scream. The tiger staggered, one of his legs in grave disorder, at a strange angle from his body. He looked around him, and for an instant his yellow eyes met those of the stableman in the back of the wagon. The fur along Raj’s back smoldered. He grumbled from deep within, dropped to his haunches and roared. Then he ran north, at a fairly fast pace for a tiger who was dragging one leg and a four-by-four by the shackle. The onlookers scattered and the stableman had a view of the tiger’s path. As Raj picked up speed, his singed fur was fanned by the wind and flames broke out across his back and down his long, pumping tail. Then the stableman heard a blast and saw the tiger recoil. Another two shots, and the animal crumpled to the icy pavement with a growl. He had been a splendid but miserable creature whose huge paws had worn a perimeter groove in the wooden floor of his small cage as he furiously paced, mouth half open in contempt, teeth bared, long white belly scruff dangling between his knees. He often sprayed urine at spectators who approached his cage too closely but had never marked the stableman, who sometimes brought him a greenish hunk of beef when the lion tamer was otherwise engaged. Had they shot him to put him out of his agony or because they considered him a threat? Had there even been a reason? Had it just been an officer’s lust for heroism, satisfied at last against the wildest beast ever let loose on a New York street? A fear seized the stableman then that he and Raj were two of a kind—foreigners in this land, misfits who’d managed to escape the blaze but only after sustaining injuries that rendered them useless and possibly dangerous. 

The authorities had dispatched the tiger. A man in a uniform laid a blanket over the stableman and pulled it across his face, as if he were a corpse, and he read the word POLICE woven into its border. He groaned and struggled to paw it from his eyes. Was the officer there to help him, to arrest him or just to cart him off to die? He looked for an answer in the eyes of the man standing above him, but the man’s eyes looked away. 

And so began his career as a suspect, a man on the edge of the law, for a second time—despite all his intentions. It was why he’d fled Germany. Now here he was in a city he’d thought was big enough to get lost in, big enough to need innumerable builders to help make it bigger yet, and he found himself in a different boat of the exact same class. How had it happened, and so fast? Was there something about him? A curse? Did his face look felonious, threatening? That’s certainly not what Beatrice thought when she peered into the back of the wagon while he watched the tiger being shot. 

She’d already heard the rumor flying through the crowd that the man she’d seen and saved was a disgruntled worker from the museum, that he was the one who had set the fire. Maybe, she thought, but who had ever heard of an arsonist sticking around long enough nearly to die in the fire? Barnum had enemies enough that it hardly seemed likely this stableman was responsible, at least not by himself. He looked a little too honest, too stunned. What she was thinking was that this fellow had gotten himself in over his head. Someone had set him up to take a fall. 

She scanned the crowd to see if she could guess whom he was working for. When she had her answer, she began to formulate her plan. She needed a story to take back to Johnny, her boss. He would certainly want to know all about it. 


 
3.

THE SCENE OF THE CRIME

He woke up in the Tombs, but he had no sense of being in jail. No, at first it rather seemed as if he’d died and gone to Versailles. He was lying in a soft bed, and the first thing he saw was a wheeled metal bathtub full of steaming water. His head was heavy. His eyes burned, and so did his lungs. He took account of his limbs and digits and found them all there, but they hurt. His hands and feet were scabbed and blistery and had stuck in several places to the fine Egyptian sheeting. He wondered if this was a hospital. Then a strange, grinning little man materialized from a corner and helped him soak the blisters free in a basin of water from the tub. 

“What is this place?” he asked when they were done.

“Why, the Hall of Justice, sir.”

He’d heard the name, but it didn’t make sense. “Sir?” he said. “You mean the Tombs?”

“The very same.” And then the fellow—less jailer than manservant—helped him stand and undress. He laid out a black woolen robe and directed the stableman’s attention to a decanter of port, a tumbler and a tub of anesthetic salve on a small side table. Then he disappeared. Sore and coughing and still half delirious, the stableman helped himself to several glasses of port while he soaked. It was spicy and delicious. He tried not to think, because when he did, he kept seeing burning horses, the flight of the tiger, the stagger and jerk, the blood steaming red against the ice. Eventually, when the water had cooled, he rose from the tub, smeared himself with the soothing cream, crawled back under the covers and fell deeply asleep. 

He dreamed. He was in the dripping marble chambers of the Roman Baths at Baden-Baden, where his father had introduced him to the rituals and rigors of manly purgation while his mother underwent one of her therapeutic regimens and the governess took his sister, Lottie, strolling through the cure park. 

“This will fix anything that ails you,” his father had said as they entered the front atrium of an imposing building with the air of a courthouse or museum. The doctor purchased tickets and they proceeded down a hallway and into a changing room with many cubbies and tall stacks of white towels.

“But what do I change into?” he asked when his shoes were lined up neatly under the bench and his trousers folded. On the next bench, an old man let out a cackle that set the flesh of his hairy belly a-wobble. Then his father stripped off his shorts to reveal something awful in the midst of his firm abdomen and pale, powerful thighs: a thick, red, leathery proboscis. It was quite unimaginable to the boy that he would remove his own thin drawers before these two naked men, his father—a firm, strong God—and the mocking old satyr. 

“There are no ladies allowed here, son—you don’t need a bathing costume.” His father had slapped him on the shoulder then and made him feel a man, though in truth he was not at all sure he wanted to be one. And then they’d gone together through the alternating pools and chambers—hot and dry, cold and bracing, steamy humid, body-warm—to arrive at last in a luminous circular chamber where beds ringed the walls like spokes on a wheel and a silent attendant trussed him in a blissful cocoon of smooth sheets and soft fleece blankets. 

It was, perhaps, his fondest memory of his father, the great doctor who was beloved by generations of patients and medical students, his father who had disowned him long before he reached his majority. But even it was tainted, as every thought of his father was, by what had happened after. The following day, he had awakened in a sweat, with a fever, and everything else was a sea of confused images, half hallucination, half real. It seemed that weeks passed without his seeing his parents or sister or anyone but the nurse and the visiting physician. Or then again, like just one long day. At the end, when he’d finally been given permission to get out of bed, he found a new suit of clothes laid out for him by the governess. He imagined a party of some sort and smoothed down his hair with spit until it shone, just as his mother liked, but the nurse took him to a room where his father sat alone. His father’s arm didn’t move when he tugged it; the man was entirely rigid, a statue. Finally, he’d blinked and looked at his son and told him where they were going and why. His mother was dead.

The nightmare ending of that dream was still playing out in his head in the Tombs when, at noon, a meal of poached eggs, white sauce, toast points and tea was brought in on a tray. There were sugar cubes. He found a jug of fresh, cool water for drinking on the table and a pitcher of hot for washing on the stand; a chamber pot as clean as a dinner plate awaited his need beneath the bed. He was further from the tack room where he’d gone to sleep the night before than he was from his lost, pampered boyhood just then, and it was only slowly that he recalled the series of events that had happened to him in between. The whole thing seemed so improbable. Perhaps there were quite a few other firstborn sons of prominent men who had been disinherited before their majority and sent to live on farms with distant relatives; surely many first wives’ children were hated by their stepmothers; and probably it was the majority of new immigrants to the great city who found themselves living unexpected lives. But how many of them were mucking elephant stalls? How many had been falsely accused of arson? How many of those who had ended up in jail were in this sort of a jail? When he looked around, it seemed more of a hotel suite or guest room. Was he lucky or unlucky, he wondered. Apparently it wasn’t the right question. He was both, by turns. So far, New York had not exactly offered him the fresh start he sought, but then again, it kept helping him back up every time it battered him down. Maybe that’s the way it would go: He had to go under before he could rise. If that was the case, if each setback would be followed by some odd bit of good fortune, he felt sure he could make it. Maybe, with a little perseverance, he could thrive. 

And so he resolved to make the best of whatever came his way for as long as it lasted. He knew from his childhood what the high life could be like and how quickly it could disappear; he also knew destitution. He’d grown up in a monarchy and come to a democracy. He’d seen firsthand that both of them required an aristocracy as well as an underclass. He had been a member of both and hadn’t much liked either. Above all, perhaps, he’d learned that class distinctions were more fluid than they seemed and tragedy befell the privileged just as often as the poor. On the ship over, for instance, the rich had died the same as the likes of him in steerage. But he had survived.

“Well, buddy,” said his jailer-cum-manservant later, as he carried in a pile of clean laundry, “either you’re somebody—but I don’t think so—or you got lucky last night.” Apparently, the man had taken a closer look at the condition of his clothes. 

The stableman shrugged and scooped up the last of the yolk with his toast. He was grateful for the fluke that had gotten him this bath and bed and breakfast, and he doubted it would last; still, he saw no reason to accelerate its end by saying anything at all. When the man left, he slept again, this time without dreaming—a relief.

Several hours later, an angry officer woke him abruptly by yanking the sheet from his grasp. His fingers stung and he braced himself, he knew not what for.

“Wake up, you Goddamned Irish arsonist! What do you think you’re doing here?”

“What, sir? I’m not Irish. I’m German. I work at Barnum’s. I was trapped in the fire. You were maybe thinking from someone else? Is the arsonist here as well, maybe not this room?”

“All right, you kraut scum bucket, how the Hell did you manage to get yourself into this particular cell?”

“I didn’t manage anything, I was brought here.” 

But by this time he was scrambling into his clothes—he noticed buttons where there had been none, long-split seams that were joined, places where holes had been patched with a similar fabric. 

“There was a bloody Astor in the drunk tank all last night and most of today,” the officer spat, “all because you somehow snuck your dirty German hide in here. Who’s going to pay for those toast points now, boy, tell me that? Goddamnit, you don’t look the least bit like an Astor!”

“An aster?” But instead of explaining, the warden responded with a right hook to the jaw, just one solid, dizzying punch, then turned on his heel. It turned out to have been a cell reserved for criminals of the upper echelon, where all the amenities were billed home; so he was told by the comparatively benevolent warden of the squalid cell in the great hive of barred cells to which he was transferred a quarter hour later. The society wing was occupied mostly by bachelors who’d shot their rivals at supper clubs and businessmen caught consorting with the wrong kind of women at the wrong houses on the wrong nights and unlucky enough to have been rounded up in raids. The second warden smiled a little as he spoke, perhaps imagining the scenario that led to this mix-up: a comatose, vomit-encrusted millionaire wastrel scooped up half naked in an opium bust and issued prison stripes; a working stiff brought in unconscious in an overcoat that, though wet and burned, looked well enough cut to suit a gentleman. In fact, the situation was the handiwork of a skinny little anarchist desk clerk, name of Biedermann. As much as he hated all Astors, Biedermann liked the name he saw on the stableman’s papers: Geiermeier. It had just as many letters as his, sounded equally foreign and was considerably more unpronounceable to an American tongue. 

Georg Geiermeier was the name the stableman had bought himself in a dark Hamburg alley, in the form of a Prussian passport. He’d booked his passage on the Leibnitz under that name. At Castle Garden, a scrivener had copied it from the ship’s register directly onto an immigration form, which a port official had stamped ENTERED AT THE PORT OF NEW-YORK, and Geiermeier it was (though a minor slip of the pen did contribute an e to the stableman’s Georg). Biedermann took pleasure in assisting a countryman, especially a down-and-out one, but the truth was it could just as well have been an Irishman who benefited from his little game. He quite simply hated industrialists, and especially their dissipated scions. Biedermann, God bless him (though naturally he didn’t believe), smirked through his mustache at the little subversion for most of a week—long after the stableman was back outside, staggering through the slush and snow, and the Astor had turned the episode into an anecdote. “Well, boys, here’s to Herr Guy-er-meyer, that’s G-i-e-i-e-i—” young Astor laughed, raising his glass of gin. His friends puffed their cigars and chuckled, slightly envious. “They’re saying he murdered a girl and burned down Barnum’s, and just think: He slept in my bed and ate my breakfast, while I had to hold my own with the convicts—and my father paid his bill, in advance. Now who says we don’t treat the little man well? Maybe too well!” 

It was nice of Biedermann and a big help to the stableman—I shudder to think of the oozing infections his burned hands might have suffered if not for those basins of warm, clean water, that soap, that salve—but as for this Geiermeier business, don’t bother learning the pronunciation; the stableman won’t be using that name long.

“I hope you got some good eats over in Washington Square,” the second warden said, referring to the society block. Then he passed in a tin bowl of porridge and shut the gate behind him. The stableman realized he still had reason to be grateful. Even this cell was warmer than the stable. He ate the food and wondered what would happen to him next. Was there any chance they really thought he’d set the fire? Would he be able to defend himself, with no money and only his broken English? Several men shared that cell with him in the following days. At first he thought he might learn something from them—what the papers were saying about Barnum’s, maybe, or at least what he ought to expect in this place—but soon enough he realized there was no camaraderie among the prisoners here, just competition for resources. The stableman had never felt so alone. Sometimes, lying on his bunk, he thought about women, and one woman in particular, a girl he had befriended on the boat. Maria. 

The Leibnitz had been a typhoid ship. He’d not forgotten the pungent smell of her body, the sardonic twist of her smile, her fine waist or the suddenness of his own desire when he stood beside her. But on the boat, there was also death. That was what had really brought them together. It boarded the ship politely, with good manners, circulating first in a cold potato soup and then in a batch of fresh-baked pies—sweet, tart lakes of apple custard in tender crust, destined for the first-class dining room. The petri dish per se was yet to be invented, but what a petri dish custard made that day! A banker ate a piece, and a broker. Thus, on one frosty winter afternoon in the mid-Atlantic—and it wasn’t even fever season—did destiny transcend the boundaries of class and power. The germs gnawed like termites, inconspicuous but hungry, wracking the insides of a few fancy people who quietly took to their staterooms and clung to their chamber pots, shaking. Then the illness spread wider, and death came like a wrecking ball, taking everything and everyone it wanted, indiscriminate of cabin size or class. The stableman’s sweat ran clammy when he saw the sick passengers, their familiar fever. He and Maria, who was working in the galley (and doing overtime in the first mate’s berth) to defray the cost of transport, were among the few who weren’t taken ill. They tried to help the others by distributing medicinal teas of chamomile and willow bark, but the infusions just seemed to make the people worse. 

The Leibnitz’s passengers were no sturdier than his mother had been, his aunt, his little sister. They gasped and clawed and died like flies in their stinking bloody sheets. Maria and the stableman had helped the remaining crew to heave the mortal remains of dozens of passengers into the sea, shrouded only in their bedclothes, and watched them sink unblessed, unabsolved. He knew they would rise again, bloated, in a few days’ time to be pecked at by the gulls. Through it all, Maria had worked by his side. She was perhaps fifteen, but the way she handled the plague made her seem more than that, and he, who was somewhat older, felt ancient. In other circumstances, he would have wooed her. As it was, he had bemoaned the money he’d stolen and the trouble he’d gone to to get on that boat. At first he’d thought, Oh God, I’m next, but then it turned to Why don’t I die? The very death he’d been plagued by back home in Germany had tagged along, a stowaway, but somehow, in the midst of all that horror, he’d been smitten. 

There in his cell in the Tombs, he lay on his bunk and pictured her face and imagined various ways he might try to track her down, assuming he ever got out of jail. It didn’t seem very easy. Finally, exhausted, he pulled his bedclothes over his head and slept. His body had work to do, repairing its various breaches.

Several days later, when he descended the broad front stairs of the Tombs just past noon, he kept his eyes to his boots. He felt ashamed to be coming out of that place. Leaving implied having been there, after all, and being an inmate of the Tombs implied a good deal. He still felt congested from the smoke, too. First thing on breathing the fresh, cold outside air, he had a painful coughing fit and spat up a pink and gray object. After that his breath came easier but more raw. He was sore, exhausted and demoralized, but the thing that troubled him most was the arrest itself. Or had he ever been arrested? He wasn’t sure. Goddamn Irish arsonist, the policeman had said. Clearly they thought he’d burned the museum down, but he was never brought before a judge or formally charged. It was all very odd. There were crimes he had committed, to be sure, but not this one. He had no earthly reason to do such a thing. The place was his job, his home; everyone he knew worked there, and, if you included the animals, so did his only friends.

“You have now the true incendiary, you have found him?” he had asked of the desk clerk who signed him out. 

The man looked at him. “Yeah, I have him—right before mine eyes.”

“But it is agreed I did not do this. I am free.” 

“Agreed? No, I wouldn’t go that far. They ain’t no charges ’cause they ain’t got nothing on you. Can’t keep ya without a lawyer, ain’t nobody going to get you one—so you’re outa here. But don’t get too relaxed. We’ll nab you back when we’re ready. We got your address.”

He had protested. He had said he preferred to stay in jail for as long as it took to clear his name, argued that it shouldn’t take long at all, considering how simple it all was. He attempted to ask for the captain of police, but with his English as it was, and his anxiety about not being cleared and Tom Thumb somehow in mind, he muddled it and asked not for the captain but “the general.” 

“Oh sure,” said the officer. “The general. Which one would you prefer, maybe Grant? Let me call him for you.”

He shook his head. “No, I mean . . .” 

“Just go. Go on, go, get outa here.”

He left. His first plan was to find someone who knew him—the menagerie manager, even one of the hack drivers—someone who could vouch for his character and explain that he’d been in the building because he lived and worked there. But as he walked away from the Palace of Justice, it began to dawn on him: They were going to make an example of him, guilty or not. They hadn’t even questioned him, after all. Probably they knew quite well he was innocent but had chosen to hold him since they had no other suspect. Crimes like arson just couldn’t be left unsolved in New York—they were too political, too terrifying to the people of the wall-to-wall wooden-frame city. Just the month before, he’d followed the show trial of an incendiary in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated. The man had been tried, convicted and hanged in a public spectacle. The main illustration in the issue that covered the hanging was a collage of several scenes: a sparking match and can of oil; the charred frame of the house that had burned; the bodies of the victims laid out at the morgue; a gaggle of urchins and ne’er-do-wells vying for a view of the gallows; and, in the center medallion, a vile-looking character dangling by his neck. If he didn’t find some way to clear himself, he feared that could be him.

But then he had it: If all they really wanted was a hanging, perhaps he could save himself by finding the actual arsonist. Just so long as it hadn’t been an accident. But the more he thought about it, the more he knew it hadn’t been: the direction the heat had been moving, the dying embers in the stove, the cold, the empty coal bin. Candles weren’t allowed in that part of the building at all, and lanterns were awfully safe. Were there any accidents, he wondered, or did every fire have an arsonist behind it—this one and the one that had destroyed his uncle’s farm in Fürth alike? No, he thought, and then again yes. There had to be a cause; there had to be a guilty party somewhere.

And then, as he walked, another notion came into his head: The officer had said, “We got your address.” But where he’d lived was gone. They only thought they had his address. He’d filled out the stable address of Barnum’s in pencil on the back of his paper of naturalization, which they’d gotten from his pocket. But he’d not be sleeping there again. He was homeless, but for the moment that meant he was free. He didn’t have anywhere to be, and there was nowhere anyone could find him. 

He walked and walked, until he realized he smelled smoke. Then he came to a halt. The smell was strong—acrid and meaty—and the streets even there, around the corner from the building, were thickly paved with cinders and ice. Opportunistic children—a lucky few in ice skates, most glad just to have shoes—laughed, slid and sprawled across it, running for their lives to the sidewalk when the occasional carriage rumbled past. He asked himself what he was doing going back to the museum, the way a criminal returns to the scene or a man on the run stops foolishly by his old dwelling. Was it habit? Was there any way he could investigate? Did he just want to see the destruction, the remains? He wasn’t sure. He was full of curiosity, nostalgia, disbelief. But yes, he thought, it did seem the only place to go if he wanted to figure out what happened. 

He pressed ahead, around the curve. The wreckage was beautiful, in a way. In places, nothing remained but blackened posts and beams, whittled by the flames to delicate proportions and decked out in shimmering ice stalactites that tapered like the fingers of his uncle’s beard. Where the walls still stood, they were coated with thick, even layers of ice that gleamed in the sun.

That was when the hot-corn girl saw him. She’d been peering up at a singed canvas banner fringed with icicles. You could still make out the word CURIOSITIES. Then she turned and saw him. It was eerie—she didn’t even know he was out of jail, yet it seemed as if she’d known exactly when he’d appear, where he’d be standing. He felt her stare and looked at her, blinked. She was no one, just some girl, but she met his gaze. It almost seemed to him she was going to say something, and he smiled. She was pretty, despite the way she stared. But then she turned, and he felt ashamed of the loneliness that made him hope to turn every onlooker into a friend. He never heard the signal she gave to her friend, standing on the opposite side of the street, to keep him in her sights. He never saw the two detectives who had recognized him while combing through the rubble for evidence and taken note of his appearance—another bit of circumstantial evidence for the file.

He walked around the block to the back of the building and saw that the area where his room had been was largely gone, eliminating any hope of salvaging his few possessions. The only one worth saving was the Stranger’s Guide, and that mostly because of the postcard from his mother. He certainly didn’t care about the figurines. There was a tintype picture of himself he’d had taken at a photo studio on a whim on his day off. It was a novelty to be able to have a picture made so quickly and inexpensively, but the likeness had been poor, he’d thought, comparing it in his mind to the vivid daguerreotype of his mother that once sat on the mantel of his parents’ house. And anyway, what need could he have for a picture of himself? It was really only the postcard he’d miss. He noticed the mare Alice, struggling to budge her load—the charred, frozen carcass of a camel—and seeing her alive made him feel slightly better. He wondered about his goat. He heard the slightly off-key strains of a hymn being sung by a high male voice, a tenor, and watched the singer emerge from the blackened interior. It was a fellow he recognized, a man who’d never driven a coach, curried a horse or lifted a pitchfork but had always seemed to think he was in charge. Now he was dragging a beam and carrying a hatchet over his shoulder. It looked like he’d been chipping in for once. Then he stepped into the winter sunlight, looked straight across the street and fixed the stableman in a glare. 

It hadn’t occurred to the stableman till then that people might know he’d been detained as a suspect. Now he wondered if it was possible that people who knew him believed he was guilty. Of course they did. Rumors would be flying. What he didn’t guess was that this was the man who had spread the rumors and given the tip that had landed him in jail rather than the charity ward. The stableman felt a chill crawl down his back. He had an awful feeling that everyone in the vicinity recognized him and held him to blame. He turned and walked quickly away.

What he needed now was some dinner and a warm place to spend the night. Then a job, a plan for building his life back up from nothing. A few blocks north of the museum, he stopped to count his money. He had less now than when he’d stepped off the boat. Fewer possessions and less hope, too. He was sore, lonely and worried about what would happen next. 

He had no idea, of course, just how much he had to fear—and from how many other people, in addition to the police. Beatrice, the hot-corn con girl, for one, was on her way, even then, to tell her boss of the stableman’s release from the Tombs and his visit to the scene of the crime; the capstone of her story would be the meaningful glance he’d exchanged with his countryman, the one everyone called the Undertaker, who was supposedly one of Barnum’s security guards. And the Undertaker, too, would be a problem for our man. No, he hadn’t a clue, yet, about the underworld of the metropolis.


 
4.

WILL

He slumped on the bench in the hiring office and sighed; it hadn’t been his name called after all.

The clerk at the desk gazed out in another direction, and another man across the room inhaled loudly, straightened his cap, placed his hands on his thighs and buttressed himself to stand after long sitting. But the stableman had been there longer—all day yesterday, all day today. He watched the other man at the counter, listening, nodding, mumbling, taking pen in hand. What can he do that I cannot? he asked himself, and stamped a foot against the floorboards, not in a disorderly way, but he was frustrated and discouraged, and it did feel good to express it. He thumped his boots a couple more times, under the pretense of trying to drum up warmth, which was not too far-fetched in that room. Another name was called, vaguely French-sounding. At first it made him angry, but then he told himself his turn would come eventually. What he dreamed of, of course, was a job on a church or as a mason, anything working with stone, and his hope was that his long wait would be rewarded when the hiring office matched him with the perfect job. But he couldn’t afford to be so choosy; for now any work would do.

Perhaps, he thought, the tongue-twisting syllables of his borrowed name were simply unpronounceable to the clerk. At Barnum’s they’d called him George Jerrymerry, and he’d answered to it. He didn’t much care how the name was pronounced. It wasn’t really his, after all—just the name on the passport he carried, which listed physical dimensions close to his own. The stableman had given his own documents away to the identity vendor in Hamburg in partial payment for the Geiermeier papers, which meant someone else was probably now traveling as him. Who? he wondered. What was the real Geiermeier’s name now? Had he passed the burden of his own terrible crimes off onto the stableman, like a curse? They both had brown hair and black eyes, stood five ten, but didn’t half the world? The stableman wished he’d thought a little more about how the vowel-plagued name on his papers would be sounded out by an American tongue, but it was too late now. At least he wasn’t alone. He’d sat all day listening to squashed-sounding versions of European names—Polish, Hungarian, it was hard to tell, the way they came out. There were Germans—he’d heard Schultz, Franck and Handel called—and of course plenty of English and Irish: Evans, Jones, Callahan and even two Harrises. A small squabble had broken out over that, but soon enough the second Harris had gotten his turn and set off with a letter of reference and a certain hopeful spring in his stride. That had been hours ago.

The stableman looked at the broad hands lying in his lap
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