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For my father, who made the journey.





What a strange, what a fantastic city . . . there was something here that one experienced nowhere else on earth. Something one loved intensely. What was it? Crossing the streets—standing on the street corners with the crowds: what was it that induced this special climate of the nerves . . . a peculiar sense of intimacy, friendliness, being here with all these people and in this strange place . . . They touched your heart with tenderness and you felt yourself a part of the real flight and flutter—searching their faces, speculating about their dooms and destinies.

—Isabel Bolton, Do I Wake or Sleep
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Introduction

One night, on a Manhattan-bound F train, a man pushed his way past me. He stumbled, grabbed at a pole for balance, grabbed at it again, succeeded, stood for a few moments, and finally sat. He placed one hand on a yellow plastic seat, stared at it, and said, “More pain.” The man lifted his head and addressed a stranger standing nearby: “More pain,” he said. When the doors opened at East Broadway I stepped out before More Pain Man was pushed onto the platform by the stranger, who followed him for a few steps and kept repeating the words “I don’t want to fight you” before his friends pulled him back onto the F. The train left the station. Now alone, More Pain Man stood on the platform. It was late. The station was empty, so the acoustics were perfect when he yelled out those same words—a description of what he had already received or a demand for the future, I wasn’t sure. 

More life, I’d been told when I arrived in New York, and more of life. You will hold the inside doorknob of your apartment—I was told—and you will think to yourself, Get ready to enter the oceanic power. It’s no use arguing with it. It’s no use doing anything but relenting, letting it hit you, moving with that force. In New York you will always get more. 

New York meant more of everything. More joy, more sorrow, more pleasure, more pain. More experience, more possibilities to find love, more wealth, and a poverty with more of a sharp, punitive edge. Even if, statistically, New York was now smaller than Baoding and Tianjin and Hyderabad and many others, it still overwhelmed in its old familiar ways. More awe as the skyline rose, more moments of incredulity as light flooded down the canyon of an avenue, and more disgust at what looked to be grease smeared on the back of an Elmo costume in Times Square. More Elmos. More actual height could be found in the skyscrapers of Kuala Lumpur. Still, it just felt like the city held more: more elevators, more LED lights, more nail salons, more rats, more bridges.

Over the course of my years in New York, I felt that pain, but also enveloping love, and I got caught up in more diversion than expected. I was awed by what was endlessly offered up. I loved the concentrate; I loved the proximity to strangers, how every day you were inches from weirdness, greatness, and everything in between. It was the greatest ongoing flicker of human life I’d ever encountered. Something or someone came at you in each moment, and what you got, in interactions with the city, was a consistent assault on the senses. Your senses were worked and exercised and reworked every day. I loved the endless sense of “and-this”-ness: this man, and this woman, and this look, and this detail, and this necklace on that cyclist, and this and this—a richness that sank down beneath you ’till it hit the serpentinite and schist, the Fordham gneiss and Inwood marble and Hartland formation. Until that point, there was always more. And then you crossed to the next block and started the process all over again. This and this and this.

All of it was new to me when I moved to New York in January 2014 to start reporting New Yorkers. I had spent the previous decade researching, reporting, and writing two books about other places. They were based on my experiences interviewing a wide array of people to get a feel for their lives, their work, and the places they made. For the first one, Return to Akenfield, I had spent a couple months in an English village with hunters, farmers, apple pickers, priests, publicans, teachers and shopkeepers, commuters and retirees, and a gnarled old rag-rug maker, all in an effort to capture rural life a generation after Ronald Blythe’s classic 1969 book, Akenfield. As a follow-up I spent five years walking the streets and squares of London, interviewing Londoners. The book that resulted, Londoners, presented a contemporary portrait of the city from more than eighty voices, street sweepers to investment bankers, a manicurist to a dominatrix.

Neither of those books were about places I’d grown up knowing; I had moved to London from a seaside village in western Canada. But not knowing a place, not being of a place, left a space for others to step forward to explain. I imagined there would be no lack of candor. I only knew that I wanted to craft a book about New York in the twenty-first century, filled with the voices and sounds and places and people of New York, the life of the city right now. A book that would capture the richness of its conversation, the complaints and quiet admissions of a city in flux; and one that would weave together the voices of an enormously diverse city: people from every borough, the rich and the poor, young and old, immigrant voices and native, those emboldened by the city as well as those who’d felt its sharp edge. 

It takes one proof of address to get a New York Public Library card. Mine allowed me to keep going back to James Baldwin and Joseph Mitchell and Vivian Gornick and Jacob Riis, Marianne Moore and Edith Wharton and Langston Hughes, Jane Jacobs, Frank O’Hara, Bernard Malamud, Oscar Hijuelos, and Ralph Ellison. I had my own copy of Robert Caro’s The Power Broker and was told that some people couldn’t travel with such an enormous book on the subway, so they cut it into thirds. The first incision should be made at page 359, the second at page 828. I kept mine whole.

I was also surrounded by the excellent writing about New York City that comes out every month, every week, every day, every few minutes in the stack of remaining hometown newspapers and magazines, in the New York Times Metro section, as well as the eruption of superb reporting online and on the radio and the commentary that unfurled on the social media feeds of observant New Yorkers. All of this work is vital, intimidating, often entertaining, but I wanted to find something more direct, and to create a kind of oral portrait of the city grounded in the flow of New Yorkers’ speech. 

I took my cue from writers who had walked the streets and done the legwork. From Riis’s reports from the filth and degradation of tenement blocks in How the Other Half Lives, and from E. B. White’s Here Is New York a half century later, in which he wrote about “strangers who have pulled up stakes somewhere and come to town, seeking sanctuary or fulfillment or some greater or lesser grail.” These seekers teemed through New York in the hot summer of 1948 when White wrote the piece; they still fill the sidewalks. It was these sidewalks that seemed to usher forth conversation. I liked books where you could almost see New York conversation rising from the pavement. I started walking the city, and then I started walking with other people, and got to feel the incantatory power of New York sidewalks. In one of my many guides, The Odd Woman and the City, Vivian Gornick endlessly walks the streets of New York with her mother because they visit best by walking. “Walking brings out the best in us.” And then there was the lesson from Joseph Mitchell, whose extraordinary work simply says, in that quiet, persistent voice: Go out into the city and listen. 

I’d enter all these redolent New Yorks of Gay Talese or Sharifa Rhodes-Pitts, feel the frustration of not having gotten here earlier, and mourn my inability to experience the same city. It was overwhelming, even dispiriting, but then I’d say fuck it—even the greats had not gotten this New York. This afternoon in Brownsville or Bensonhurst, this person, this moment in their life, this enthusiasm, this incarnation of a grievance, these words. I took it as my task to capture this particular moment of New York. 

And what a strange and wonderful moment. When I arrived, totems of New York for decades (Times Square, the taxicab, “Don’t Honk” signs) were being transformed, and there were monumental physical changes to New York City’s infrastructure—the High Line, the World Trade Center site, the new arena and development in downtown Brooklyn, the East Side subway, the revitalization of the waterfront throughout the city. And then there were the more subtle but no less dramatic demographic changes, as gentrification accelerated and the ethnic composition of the city changed. When I moved to New York, it had recently become a majority nonwhite city.

I wanted to create a book that reflected these physical and demographic changes. But I also wondered how the psyche of New York itself was changing, and particularly how it had been affected by the dramatic convulsions in its recent history: the terrorist attacks of 2001, the blackout of 2003, Hurricane Sandy in 2012, the police killing of Eric Garner in 2014 . . . and then the pandemic, quarantine, and Black Lives Matter protests of 2020 hit. In New York that March, as I scrambled to talk with many of my sources, the city seemed very dark indeed. On a bus in Flushing, I watched a man retrieve his hand from a strap and douse his palm with sanitizer, most of which slithered onto his shoes. More cleanliness. More fear. Each day there were more sirens, and they seemed to grow longer and louder. Every day the ballet of the sidewalks changed. Some people had started reciting Psalm 23 while washing their hands; others sang “Blitzkrieg Bop.” Interviewees working in hospitals described a new jitteriness. Black SUVs started slinking out of town, but the FreshDirect delivery guys couldn’t escape. “What if Yankee Stadium becomes a hospital?” someone asked. A woman working at Best Buy said people were “loading up on as much screen as they could.”

When the restaurants closed, the variety of explanations posted to the doors was another example of the profusion of voice in New York—handwritten or printed on corporate letterhead; ironic, defiant, or just sad beyond belief. A doctor told me he’d seen patients who were hallucinating as a symptom, as if we all weren’t hallucinating, as if the sight of a hospital ship off Manhattan wasn’t from an alternate reality abutting our own. I feared for my list of interviewees. Before long I received an email from one of them with the subject line: Something for the book. He was in the hospital with the coronavirus, he said. “Stay tuned,” he wrote.

Over the course of six years I spoke to more than 180 New Yorkers. Some spoke to me briefly; others kept the conversation going for years. I ended up filling 71 notebooks and just under 400 hours of tape. I spent what seemed like days on the subway. I cadged rides and caught the odd taxi when I was late, sweaty, confused. I tried to find logic in the streets of Queens. I apologized profusely for miscalculating how long it took to get to the Rockaways. Mainly I walked and walked and walked. Near the end of the project I snapped my right Achilles tendon and wondered if it had been from overuse.

I was drawn to talkers of all sorts. Who would be better at revealing the churn of the city’s past, the variety of its present, and the unknown of its future, than those working to make the city run? I steered clear of commentators, pundits, personalities, functionaries, PR flacks, and city hall reps—the kind of people the writer Iain Sinclair once described in an Observer review as “those ironed faces schooled in saying nothing at great length.” 

Everyone wanted to show me how many people they knew, whom they’d collected, who would talk. “You know who would talk?” they’d say, pushing another name on me. They wanted to demonstrate the richness of their New York, they wanted to show their broad and varied city, how many social lines could be easily crossed, or how deep into their own social strata they could dig. “I was just thinking,” said one woman, emerging from a reverie, “of all the wonderful people I know. It’s not a bad way to spend some time.”

I chased leads, I talked to strangers, I hung around, I wandered across the boroughs. I set up countless meetings with people in the nonphotogenic New York: in Champs Bar in Penn Station, at the throbbing McDonald’s on Southern Boulevard in the South Bronx, outside the Chuck E. Cheese at Barclays Center in Brooklyn. I’d enter into a conversation in the M&M’s store in Times Square, the TGI Fridays near Wall Street, Starbucks everywhere. This type of nowhere New York seemed to be always expanding to meet me. 

Often, the blander the place we’d meet, the more interesting the person and the stories they’d tell. I’d start with pleasantries in a chain café, and soon both more of the person and more of the city would be revealed. We’d progress to deeper conversation at Elias Corner in Astoria, or revelation with a rich pasta sauce at Manducati’s in Long Island City. Even in the blandest spaces, unexpected language would fly from someone’s mouth. Sometimes the backdrops brought the individuals more vividly into focus. In New York, I was told by an ex-cabbie, the people are the texture. I kept coming back to that line. I learned to believe it. 

I was led into experiences. I held a rope connected to a giant balloon and walked down Fifth Avenue in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. I ate a sandwich at a table covered with multivitamins and composition books in a redecorated room at the Chelsea Hotel, talked to a woman whose son was in trouble while she packed condoms into a safe-sex kit at a safe injection site in Washington Heights. “I’m going to take you on a series of tours,” a personal injury lawyer from Queens said, and I spent hours in the passenger seat of his minivan. “Here’s the name of the church in Fort Greene,” I was told. “Be outside at 9.” I said yes to it all. Yep, I can find that car dealership in the Rockaways; I’ll see you there. Stuff happened in one day that couldn’t have happened in the same day anywhere else. 

I told the New Yorkers I talked to: You get to say what you want, it’s your view of the city I want. At a party a woman asked me, “So, are you looking for boldface names?” The person next to her said, “No, he’s looking for the lightly italicized.” Every day that seemed more apt. I loved listening to people explain what they do—the lightly italicized ways a city makes and remakes itself every day. 

The New Yorkers I spoke to did their self-mythologizing on the go. They watched their life, related their life, made sure it was already a story, almost before the moment was done. I was in New York to listen to people, but in New York, listening is more like feeling sound surge past. You grab and corral what is spoken. I encountered the opposite of reticence: assertion, self-possession, volume. In New York, it takes very little to bring on the onrush, and I’d marvel at the velocity with which people spoke, the mere speck of time it took for interviewees to get into the personal. 

I’d put down a little Edirol recorder and let it go, sometimes for hours. Conversations were set down and logged and the audio was typed up. Those transcriptions contained the interviews, but unlike in London, there were many interjections, dutifully picked up by the mic. This city barged into conversations, people slid in because they couldn’t sit nearby in silence. “I was just listening to what you said about radio stations in New York,” one woman said from the next table over in a café. She couldn’t help herself. “Just call me Girl in Café,” she said. “I want to be known as Girl in Café.”

In many cases the interviewee peered back at the interviewer. “So, what about you?” the Orthodox lice consultant asked me as she went about her work. “Tell us about yourself.” New Yorkers challenged me in ways Londoners never did. Race was not an afterthought or a submerged current; it was right there. “How is your white skin feeling today?” I was asked. “Who are you to ask me that question?” and “How do you expect to understand this as a white man?” and “No offense but ¿Cómo puedo transmitir lo que es esta ciudad a alguien que no es de El Salvador?”

From the start I wondered who even gets to be called a New Yorker. I figured it was the decision of the interviewees to make, not mine. Some had just arrived; others knew no other place. “One belongs to New York instantly,” was the opinion of Tom Wolfe, “one belongs to it as much in five minutes as in five years.” Sure. But some shrugged off the term. Others felt the label would never apply to them. Maybe their children would call themselves New Yorkers, or Americans. Some thought they’d lost their right to it, or they were uninterested. They just wanted to get on with their work. 

London had insinuated like damp; New York hit. It celebrated hitters. One of my first interviews took place at Jimmy’s Corner in midtown, a bar whose walls are covered with photos of the best. In my new apartment building, the faded clippings taped to the side of the boiler were Gary Carter, Darryl Strawberry, Reggie Jackson, Alex Rodriguez with an X across his face. On the streets outside, New York unapologetically hit: wind to face, garbage to nose. 

Some 75 New Yorkers appear in New Yorkers. I was surprised by how many of them told me they could teach me something. Sometimes the lesson was practical: how to recycle cans, how to steal a car, how to walk the crowded sidewalks without bumping into anyone. But often it was something profound: how to be compassionate, how to live artfully, how to live an uncompromising life. The advice may have been particular to this city, but a New York life well lived was an accomplishment like no other. 

Many of them told me I’d missed the real New York—by a couple years, or by a decade, or by several decades. “New York was better before,” they’d say, or “You should have known Avenue C when it was . . .” (and he’d waggle his hand), or “You should have known Jackson Heights when it was . . .” (and he’d give the thumbs up). “This is good,” one woman said and gestured to the noodles spread on her plate, “but Flushing isn’t what Flushing was.” The place with the good pupusas in the Bronx? Of course it was gone by the time I arrived; it’s always gone. 

“It’s just a playground for the rich.” Nearly everyone I spoke to said something similar, like a forlorn chorus resounding across the boroughs, as if a nurse in Inwood and an old Irish man in the Rockaways made a pact to speak the same phrase with the same amount of venom. It’s just a playground for the rich—until you take the private elevator and step into the scented apartment and the well-moisturized man says, “You know, it’s not even that great a playground for us these days.”

The New Yorkers I spoke to thought their city was actually slipping. It was happening within their lifespans. They were witnessing deforestation of their shops, the killing off of diverse species. One mentioned “air people,” those you used to see walking the streets of Manhattan whose presence made you think: What do they live on, air? 

Some people needed to expunge their personal list of what was gone, to get it out there and acknowledged, to say the names of the missing and the dead out of reverence and respect. It was instructional; it was about status, too. You will never know this city like I know it, never love it like I love it, never have seen and lived through these spaces, like flowers, that dazzled and were gone. “I knew this place before it was nail salons.” That was repeated a couple times, to show me what was what. 

Change cut. Change reshaped. Change pushed people farther out. “This stop,” one guy said in Forest Hills, “is where you get on the E at 5 a.m. and all the guys working in kitchens in midtown are bundled up and sleeping.” And then I was told that change was the only continuing attribute: “Don’t listen to them. Part of loving New York is just mourning the hell out of it. The mourning is the love.” 

In this way they were engaging in an age-old trait of the true New Yorker, a heartfelt mix of mourning and celebration. As Colson Whitehead has written in The Colossus of New York, “No matter how long you have been here, you are a New Yorker the first time you say, That used to be Munsey’s, or That used to be the Tic Toc Lounge. That before the internet café plugged itself in, you got your shoes resoled in the mom-and-pop operation that used to be there. You are a New Yorker when what was there before is more real and solid than what is here now.” (That internet café? It’s now a nail salon.)

But the people I talked to were also full of vigor, gall, and drive. New Yorkers were often defined by their desire. I’m going to get it, or at least I’m going to try. It was a place so powerful I saw a man fresh from prison upstate asking for the city’s forgiveness. Let me back in, New York. Let me return to who I was. Let me experience more of you again. 

For a while I lived near Grand Street, close enough to the Williamsburg Bridge to hear its oceanic rush. I often ran into the rabbi who lived on the second floor and his kids, who rolled their tzitzit in their fingers as the slowest elevator in New York rose. They pressed their faces up against the window when I walked toward the front door. In the autumn one year my father visited from Canada. One afternoon, my downstairs neighbor negotiated her walker into the elevator just as my father and I were about to ascend to the ninth floor. She looked him over, inquired about his health, where he was from, what he did before he retired. When the elevator hit the fourth floor, she said, “I’ve had the nicest time talking with you. Would you mind if I carried on up to the ninth?” She did, she stared at him, and one day the next week, while I was retrieving mail from my mailbox, I heard the approach of her walker and the clink of the segments of her long necklace. “Craig,” she said, “I had the most wonderful time speaking to your father the other day. Now, tell me, is he single?” 

It seemed fitting that a city that always had more to offer seemed so often to leave its people hungry for more.

New York seemed to work its residents hard, to mold their bodies, their decisions, their careers. I saw the evidence of the force in the marks it left, beating some with a poverty-hating mercilessness that shouldn’t have existed in the US, transforming some into imperious figures. Some felt the ghosts of an older city press against them. I met people who wanted those ghosts, who courted those ghosts, who loved the idea of a city not only their own but inherited and pulsing with the past. 

I kept running into people who were acutely aware of their role in propping up the city, adding to a now that had no choice but to be polyphonic and rich, adding to the history, leaving a mark. One man ran a fabrication company in Long Island City and worked with a library of all the different stones of the city. I saw that library—it stretched across the wall; brownstones and grays and dusty whites—and when I was up on the eighth floor of a building site on the Upper East Side with him, looking past the flapping tarps onto the streets below, he told me about a cornice piece he’d once replaced. The terra-cotta at the time of installation had been soft, and when he removed the piece he saw nestled in the corner all the thumbprints of those who had first installed it; the ridges of the fingerprints were still legible. He thought, for a moment, about all the fingers that had left those prints. Then he took the cornice away, measured its length, and added the new piece. 

You worked with the stuff of the New York you got. You worked with the materials of your present, and then you left, or you died, or you moved to Florida, or your visa ran out. You worked with the electrics, or the sewage, or on Broadway, or with New York’s dog population, or you worked to ensure its elevators ran smoothly, or you worked in the courtrooms, with the city’s elderly, you opened its doors. You pressed hard. You left an impression. 

In the end, though I thought I could simply interview people to get a sense of what New York is like now, it was of course more complicated than that. It wasn’t easy to turn off the encounter when I turned off my recorder. It wasn’t easy to stop caring, and unlike London, people didn’t quickly let go. If I was taking something from them—that was the implication—they were going to ask for something in return. 

One year I ate Christmas dinner with Elliott Carter, a man who’d grown up in Brownsville, had been homeless, and now made a living—a sort of living, anyway—by recycling. I’d gotten to know Elliott well, and for years we’d met up for Cubanos on Avenue C. Sometimes we’d go return cans at a Duane Reade near 14th Street, or I’d eat lunch with him up in the Bronx. Once, during my father’s visit, Elliott had dropped off ribs he made with his mother’s recipe. I was around to see him hard at work. He was around when I was packing up to leave the city. Like the city itself, there was always more to Elliott. He was inexhaustible, he was the complete New Yorker, he was always leaning back to say, “The thing about New York is . . .” And I got the sense that we could go on for another three years, another decade, eating Cubanos, looking out at the sidewalk, spearing plantain slices, and he’d dredge something up from within him. The thing about New York is . . .

“You are part of this too,” he said to me once. “You are a part of this thing now.” 

“Not an important part,” I said.

He waved me away. 

“You’re in this city now too. You’re a voice.”

We were walking toward the bodega near my apartment that was kept under eternal scaffolding with a clamped car marooned out front. Two elderly men were propped against the car in their sweaty Yankees jerseys. I told Elliott I was leaving New York. My visa was running out. 

I left, but Elliott was still in it: there would always be more cans, certainly more pain, more hassle, more fear from the virus, more crowds, more uncertainty, but sometimes he conveyed to me what he knew was more transcendence, the look of the Bronx in the morning, Battery Park at twilight. You just keep going. 

I left a lot of stuff behind. Elliott took a rice cooker off my hands. Now I text him when I want to know the temperature of the city and how that old machine is doing. 

“Still cooking,” Elliott says. “Still cooking.” 
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