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‘…no matter where I wandered

off the chart



I still would love to find again

that lost locality



Where I might catch once more

a Sunday subway for

some Far Rockaway

of the heart.’



–Laurence Ferlinghetti, 1998

A Far Rockaway of the Heart
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Merry Christmas

Cat Manno was crossing 55th Street head down, hoodie up and earphones cranked to 11, when the speeding fire-truck hit her.

Her parents were already on the other side of the intersection putting loose change in the charity bucket of the cheery Santa Claus on the corner. They were close enough to see it happen but too far away to have any chance of saving her. Her grandfather Victor was closer, but though they all saw the danger and yelled a warning, the music in Cat’s ears was so loud that their shouts didn’t do any good. Neither did the fire truck’s siren or the air horn that the driver pumped an instant before impact.

Blinkered by her hoodie and deaf to any world beyond the pounding bass in her ears, Cat stepped off the kerb with her eyes locked down on the smart-phone through whose small, bright screen she was urgently scrolling. She had her hood up because she was sulking and her head low because she was feeling bad about it – but not yet quite bad enough to know how to stop, suck it up and plug back into her family’s annual trip back East from California to New York to visit Victor for the holidays.

All she knew was that she didn’t want to go to Far Rockaway.

She was too old for that stuff.

She had better things to do.

The fire-truck that hit her was Ladder Two from Midtown, on the way to deal with a small inferno in the back of a large sweatshop in the garment district. The blaze had been started by someone drying a wet dress too close to an old three-bar electric heater and leaving the room for a quick smoke on the fire escape.

Because of that fire escape all the people in the building got lucky and made it out safely when the alarm sounded, though the sprinkler system failed so spectacularly that the entire workshop and the two floors above it burned out before the three trucks that did make it to the scene knocked the resulting firestorm down.

Ladder Two never got there.

But no one died at the fire.

Back at the collision on 55th Street there was no fire escape, no luck, no happy ending.

All there was was Cat’s grandfather.

Victor Manno was close enough to see what was about to happen and, at a spry 75, still sharp and agile enough to launch himself back across the street to try and save Cat by shoving her out of the way of the truck.

If he’d succeeded the story would have been a different one, maybe about a miracle, but on any given day very few miracles happen deep in the gridded canyons of Manhattan, and this one – even with Christmas three days out and closing fast – was no exception.

Victor sprang in front of the massive chrome grille on the front of Ladder Two, his long tweed coat flapping behind him as he stabbed at it with his cane and hit Cat in a full-body tackle.

He was fast, but not quite fast enough.

Instead of just Cat being hit by the truck, they both were.

But Victor did succeed in knocking his granddaughter three crucial feet backwards before Ladder Two slammed into them, and that yard made all the difference.

Instead of the fire-truck pounding an immediate full stop to the too-short story of her life, it hit her a glancing blow. It was Victor who went under the fire-truck instead of Cat, who bounced into the cars at the kerb, smacking her head with an ugly crack against the aggressively flared wheel-arch of a parked Dodge Ram.

It wasn’t a happy ending.

But it was a beginning.
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First aid

When Cat came out of unconsciousness all she could see was a world on its side, full of boots, knees and tarmac.

She tried to get up, but strong hands held her shoulders to the ground, and a stubbled face she didn’t know dropped into view and told her she’d had an accident and that she should keep still and that an ambulance was inbound.

The intense professional calm in the fireman’s voice terrified her and she tried again to buck upwards against the restraining hands of other firemen huddled round her.

‘Cat. Stay still, darling. You’re—’

Her mother’s voice choked into her consciousness. She rolled her eyes and found her, kneeling at her side, winter hat askew, face white and ticking with tension.

‘You’re going to be fine. Just stay still.’

She tried to tell her that she wasn’t fine, she was being held down on the pavement by unyielding hands when she urgently wanted to get up, but her voice seemed to have gone wrong, and all she heard herself rasp was: ‘Grandpa … ?’

Her mother’s eyes flicked left for an instant and, despite firm hands holding Cat’s head still, she managed to follow the direction of her glance along the road surface, just far enough to see another huddle of backs and boot-soles kneeling around something trapped under the rear wheel of the fire-rig. Her eyes treacherously slid away from the second group of firemen so as not to linger on what exactly that something was, and travelled back along the side of the truck until they were stopped by the sight of her grandfather’s cane sticking out at right angles from the radiator grille, as if Victor had stabbed the great metal beast a mortal blow and stopped it in its tracks.

It was such an incongruous and terrible sight that she choked out a defensive gout of laughter.

‘Grandpa killed the truck!’

And then she started giggling, and once she’d started it seemed to build and build with no hope of stopping. The more she giggled the more she wanted to get on her feet, because the giggling wasn’t a good sort of laughter, but a series of judders that seemed to get more and more intense and be shaking something loose inside. She just couldn’t stop. She knew she needed to get to her feet and get her breath, but the strong hands held her down. She began to twitch and flip in her struggle to free herself, and then her mother’s face dropped into view again, hat gone, eyes wet, and she held her face and spoke calmly.

‘Cat. Stop moving. You need to stay still until that ambulance gets here.’

She jerked her head back towards the approaching blip-and-wail of a siren cutting its way out of the background growl of the city.

‘You really need to be still, Cat. You hit your head.’

It was the rawness in the way her mother’s voice nearly broke on the ‘really’ that stopped her.

The giggling dwindled and the shudders eased off and she went slack beneath the hands of the firemen.

‘Stay with us, kid,’ grunted the stubbled face, ‘everything’s gonna be cool, but you need to stay awake for me.’

The approaching siren was interrupted by two loud blasts from an air horn.

‘Ambulance is nearly here. You’re gonna be comfortable any minute now, OK, champ?’

Cat felt her vision begin to twitch and she realized she felt very cold.

‘That’s just shock, OK? It’s the adrenaline flushing out of your body. You take a knock like you just took, the system piles on the adrenaline to cushion you from the immediate effects, keep you going ’til you’re out of immediate trouble – like the body’s got its own First Aid mode, right?’ The fireman’s voice was calm and reasonable. Somewhere in her head – which was beginning to throb now – Cat knew he was talking like this to keep her from giving in to the undertow of sleep pulling her away from the rising pain behind her eye. The fireman carried on. ‘Tell you what, kiddo, you’re going to have a hell of a black eye and a real bad headache when that adrenaline does go, but stay cool, stay awake, look at me, you’re going to be fine, right? Right, Cat?’

Cat knew he wanted an answer, but she was shivering too much to get the words out. She closed her eyes for a moment.

‘Cat! Look at me. Look at me …’

A thumb gently opened her eye and she saw the stubbly fireman smiling in at her.

‘Attagirl. Stay awake now, you hear?’

Cat heard the double thump of car doors closing, and realized the ambulance siren had got really loud and then just stopped. Two figures in green paramedic coveralls jogged into view.

‘What have we got?’ said the closer of the two, a tall high cheekboned woman with thick black hair braided into two long plaits.

‘It’s a twofer,’ said the fireman, hawking a thumb towards the other group at the rear of the truck. The other paramedic guy evaporated in that direction. The dark eyes and the plaits swung into the place in Cat’s vision where the stubbly fireman had just been.

‘What’s her name?’ the paramedic woman said. Cat heard her mother’s voice answer.

‘Catriona. Cat …’

‘Hey, Cat. I’m Natalie. Looks like you took a hard shot to the head here …’ She produced a penlight from the pocket on her sleeve and shone it into her eyes, one by one.

‘Can you talk, Cat? Can you tell me what happened?’

Cat tried to nod. But no words came out. She heard an urgent voice call from the direction of the other huddle of firemen.

‘Natty? You OK to give me a hand here for a minute?’

Natalie’s eyes didn’t break contact with Cat’s, although the distance between them seemed to be slowly receding, as if she was gently falling away from her and everything else.

‘Cat. Can you talk? I need to be somewhere else for a moment, but I need to know you can hear me before I go?’

She tried to speak. It hurt, so she stopped trying and concentrated on breathing instead.

‘Do you know what happened here?’

She got her breathing sorted out. Then she heard her own voice coming from an increasingly distant world that was already telescoping away from her, as the walls on the edge of her vision began to close in and she started to search wildly for her mother’s face. It sounded like her throat was packed with gravel.

‘We should have gone to Far Rockaway …’
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The bad step

They should have gone to Far Rockaway.

Despite all the calculations that followed, working out the angles, measuring the marks on the road, estimating the velocities – and above all weighing the blame – that’s what everything came down to. That and the fact Cat had her earphones in.

Stepping somewhere just beyond the safety of the kerb on the corner of 3rd Avenue and 55th Street the thin line between life and death came down to that one decision: Cat cranked up her tunes, stuck her ’phones in, dropped her head, started Googling something and just plain didn’t hear it coming.

That explained it.

That’s how it happened.

That’s where the journey began. That’s when that line – thin and final as a razor – got crossed.

‘Why’ is a whole other thing.

‘Why’, as Victor often said, is life itself. He meant figuring out the ‘why’ of things was what living was for. And since he was a professor – of Literature, at NYU, no less – Cat always felt there was a chance her grandfather knew what he was talking about.

Cat’s father Sam used to react to this saying of Victor’s by observing that ‘why’ buttered no parsnips (which confused people who didn’t know what parsnips were or whether buttering them was a good – or even perhaps a dangerous – thing). Sam – the middle-aged, practical son of a mercurial, whim-driven father – meant that wasting time worrying about ‘why’ didn’t make sense or pay any bills, and he said it with the righteousness of a man who paid his own family’s way by spending long hours at the office organizing other people’s untidy finances into neat columns that did make sense. Sam was an accountant.

Cat was always struck by how unlike each other Sam and Victor sounded when they talked: it wasn’t just the obvious difference in their voices: Victor had never lost the soft contours of the Scottish accent he’d brought to America nearly fifty years ago, while Sam’s speech had retained the hard edges that were his own New York birthright despite the years spent living in Southern California. It was the fact they seemed to see the world in two completely different ways.

Victor – who had never even considered filling in a stub on his cheque-book – would needle Sam about how he should get his head out of the numbers and smell the roses every now and then, and Sam would needle back by pointing out that there wouldn’t be any roses to smell if someone didn’t pay for the fertilizer or the gardener in the first place. In fact they had done exactly this earlier that day, in the back room at PJ Clarke’s, sitting against the brick wall covered in old black and white photographs of once-young boxers as the waiter slid a platter of freshly shucked cherrystone oysters on to the red-check cloth between them.

Lunch at PJ Clarke’s was an unchanging part of their annual ritual. Except this year it had changed, because, for the very first time, Cat’s older brother Joe was not with them, despite the fact that he had known about it and was expected. Joe had left home in LA and come East to New York to study music. Seeing him again was something Cat had been looking forward to since September. The fact he was a no-show for the lunch was somehow making everyone irritable, she thought, like dogs circling for a fight, their low growls only registering on a subsonic level.

‘Why Sam,’ Victor had said, picking a half lemon out of the hillock of shaved ice between the half shells, ‘the next thing you’re going to tell me is that roses don’t grow on trees!’

‘They don’t,’ Cat had interrupted, trying to dilute the ribbing before it got an edge and someone took an eye out. ‘They grow on bushes …’

‘Not in the Himalayas,’ smiled Victor, leaning back as the waiter stretched between them to put a hamburger garnished with a single slice of raw onion and a bilious-looking pickle in front of Cat.

‘In the foothills of the Karakoram the briar rose twines out of the hillside with a trunk thick as my leg. There are rose forests there where you can’t see the sky for great thunderheads of pink blossom above you.’

And he slurped the oyster and smiled happily, leaning over and slapping his son amicably on the arm as he winked a sea-green eye at Cat’s mother on the other side of the table.

‘See, Annie girl, you should have gone to the Himalayas on your honeymoon like I said, and seen it for yourself.’

‘We didn’t have the money back then, Dad,’ said Sam.

‘I know, I know,’ shrugged Victor, sizing up another oyster. ‘And Annie here had a plane to build … there’s always something.’

There was always something. And Annie did always have a plane to build. Cat was used to people looking surprised when they were first told her mother, still delicately beautiful in an unusual blue-eyed, black-haired way, was an engineer. Cat knew she’d inherited Victor’s green eyes and her mother’s hair, but was pretty sure she’d missed out on the delicate beauty thing. Where they lived most mothers either didn’t work, or were high-powered ‘somethings’ in the entertainment industry. There wasn’t much in between. Annie, however, worked in aeronautical design and it was that job that had taken her and Sam to Southern California in the first place: Mom built the planes; Dad helped people pay their taxes on time. They were always busy, but they were also both good parents.

And Victor was a good grandfather. There wasn’t another one like him. Cat was pretty sure of that, because he just didn’t do things like other people: in a world where some follow the crowd and others take the road less travelled, Victor ignored crowds and never met a less-travelled road off which he couldn’t find an even more interesting detour. He cut his own trail, tearing through life with the velocity of a downbound train that had had nearly eighty years to build up a head of steam, and showed few signs of slowing down.

And Cat loved him too.

There was no question about that.

But she was also getting to a time in her life where she felt both embarrassed by being with Victor, and ashamed of that embarrassment. Sometimes you can have too much eccentricity. Sometimes you don’t want everyone turning round and looking at you. And walking in Victor’s slipstream got you noticed, by association. It wasn’t just the long tweed coat that flapped behind him in the wind, wasn’t his loud laugh or even the walking stick he used to point and slash at the world with – the one that was really a swordstick that he said he carried in case he was ambushed by the forces of darkness which he collectively called ‘the Magua’, in honour of a particularly nasty villain in one of his favourite adventure stories.

It wasn’t that.

It was the simpler fact that Victor swept you up like a force of nature. Cat’s brother Joe once said that being with Victor and trying to be unnoticeable was like trying to surf an avalanche: you got points for trying, but in the end you just fell in and got swept away.

The whole ‘going to Far Rockaway’ thing was one of Victor’s avalanches in the making. It had begun one Christmas trip a long time ago, when they had been on the subway, heading to 81st Street and the Museum of Natural History. They were going because Victor had decided it was ridiculous that Cat and Joe should get any older without seeing The Great Canoe, a sixty-foot-long war craft carved from a single cedar trunk.

Cat – the younger Cat – had been excited by the noise and the smell and the whole sensation of travelling through the subterranean tunnel system beneath the city. She’d loved the rattling trains and the pressing hurry of the crowd and the variety of people – people up close and personal, in all shapes and sizes and ages in a way people never seemed to be in California, where there was less variety, more space and zero urgency. She had even been fascinated by the maps on the carriage walls, tracing the city’s arteries with her finger, following the A line from its origin at Inwood and 207th Street in the North all the way through the tangled web of the city’s subway system to the very end of the line in the East.

Cat had let the name of the terminal station roll round her mouth.

‘Far Rockaway …’

Victor had heard the dreamy tone in her voice and understood immediately.

‘Sounds like there should be a castle there, right? Windswept and lashed by the waves, perched on a rocky crag at the end of the world … kind of place where it’s always sunrise or sunset, and adventures are always ending or beginning …’

‘Like a place in a story,’ nodded Cat.

‘That’s my girl – just like a place in a story. Somewhere you’d have to escape from. Like the Count of Monte Cristo …’

‘More like somewhere you’d have to rescue someone from …’ Cat said after a moment’s thought.

‘Like the Prisoner of Zenda. Yes. Better,’ smiled Victor, who unlike most other adults never seemed to mind being wrong and who could always pull a book out of his head to illustrate a point. ‘Much better. She’s right, Joe. “Far” is where you go, not where you start. Far Rockaway’s the end of the adventure. Has to be …’

‘Is there a castle there?’ Joe had asked. Cat was already seeing it in her mind’s eye. ‘A real one?’

Victor shrugged. ‘I shouldn’t be at all surprised.’

‘But is there?’ Cat had persisted, wanting there to be. ‘With towers and turrets and stuff?’

‘I don’t know, Cat. I’m told there’s a clock on the beach because it feels like the end of the world and they wanted to show time didn’t stop there. Maybe we should go and see some day. Stay on the train until it runs out of track. Just for the hell of it.’

‘Just for the hell of it,’ echoed Cat, returning his smile and leaning back against Joe, who still let her do things like that in those days. She was happy to be there on a trip, with her older brother and grandfather, and everything had felt exciting and special, yet safe.

When she thought back on the times when Joe had been around, when Joe had just been her Joe, the big brother who was gentle and kind and funny instead of the Joe who grew up and left, this was one of her favourite memories. Her Joe could always make her laugh more than any other person she knew. Her Joe was the musician who had sat at the foot of her bed when he was ten and she was seven and gently played his violin to her when she was sick and couldn’t get to sleep. Her Joe had the best smile in the world and though they fought sometimes, when it mattered her Joe always had her back at home or in the hallways at school. Her Joe understood that she wanted to surf because though she swam well in the school pool, what she really loved was wild swimming in the ocean and trying to ride the power of the waves, not because she was some surfer-chick wannabe hanging out at the beach and getting into trouble. Her Joe had argued her case with her parents who worried about things like that, and not only got them to spring for her first proper board but used to drive her out to Zuma after school and sit in the sand doing his music theory homework while she worked out how not to eat more ocean than she rode.

That was her Joe.

The Joe who left home came back in vacation times (usually) but when he returned he was not quite her Joe any more. Each time he returned the wider world seemed to have changed him, literally leaving its mark on his skin with a new tattoo or a piece of metal stuck through it. And though he’d gone to New York to study music with his violin neatly packed in its long shock-proof case, he’d left it undisturbed, moving on to synthesizers and drum machines and loop-boxes that produced music that was no longer soothing and melodious, but was – to Cat’s ears – a harsh and angry shout from a frightening and hostile world she didn’t recognize.

Anyway, that earlier day had been a good one when he was still her Joe, and the train had arrived at 81st Street and they got off and headed to the museum to see what was, indeed, a great canoe.

And though they didn’t go that day or the next, or even the next year, Victor kept reminding Cat and Joe each Christmas that one day they would stay on the train and not get off until it reached the end of the line, just to see what was there. But they never had, and ‘going to Far Rockaway’ became a kind of family shorthand for doing something just for the hell of it.

Except today they hadn’t gone, and with sirens howling and brakes screaming, a small but shockingly abrupt piece of hell had come for them instead, right there on the corner of 3rd and 55th.

And not going had been all her fault.
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‘A glorious adventure...
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‘There’s more than
one way to get to
Far Rockaway:
stay on the A train
until it runs out of
track, or change at
Penn Station and
go via Jamaica.’

Victor Manno, to his granddaughter.
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Bad Step

“What we cal the beginning i often the end.
And to make an end i to make a begining.
The end is where we startfrom.”
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