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			For Sonny and Roger and all who hold their breath.

		
	
		

		
			El día de San Ciriaco

			Humacao, Puerto Rico

			8 de agosto 1899

			On the night I lose my memories, I learn the sky can mimic metal. The hurricane is a dark blue-green gray. A storm of oxidized pewter.

			And my ears can hardly stand the noise.

			“¡Auxilio!”

			“¡Ayúdano’, Señor!”

			A hundred screams—a thousand—drown in squalls as the world tips sideways and the river runs thick with debris and the dead.

			I’m in here with them, my hands raking across rocks for an anchor that won’t get torn upstream with me. I figure out quick there’s no resisting the current, so I let it tow me under, and as the roar deadens to a growl, I think: Better.

			

			Only when my scrapes start stinging and I can’t taste salt does danger finally come for me—in a wave that knocks me chest-first into the exposed roots of a Flamboyan tree.

			I can’t breathe. But before the world goes black, a voice—maybe God’s—speaks:

			“¡SÁLVALO!”

			Here, in the rapids, I can see it. A face that matches the sky.

			Fierce. Pewter.

			Then, gone.

		
	
		

		
			One

			Red Hook District, Brooklyn, New York

			February 15, 1911

			Tití Luz used to tell me, “No hay mal que por bien no venga,” which was a timeworn proverb for saying every cloud has a silver lining, hurricanes notwithstanding.

			She was the reason I’d sailed sixteen hundred miles to get here, a promise she’d pressed out of me on her deathbed. The way she saw it, Nueva York was a stockpile of the freedom America had pledged to Puerto Rico, and she couldn’t rest in peace if I didn’t vow to claim my share. There wasn’t really a choice; Tití Luz could out-stubborn even the tuberculosis that was killing her, and would have kept breathing just to guilt me. So I agreed. Sailing away from the solitude that had hung around me my whole life seemed a decent enough silver lining once she was gone.

			Bueno, the joke was on me. Because, in a city of almost ten million people, being boricua in a dingy Brooklyn foundry gets you nothing but solitude.

			Speaking nothing but Puerto Rican Spanish, it’s not like I got off the boat expecting to share nightly drinks with the entire Sixth Ward. But ironwork always takes a crew, and English wasn’t so hard for a malleable mouth like mine to learn. I didn’t think I’d be stripping ingots four years later with a bunch of Irish extranjeros who’d never bothered to learn my real name, still hunting for silver linings.

			

			Then again, the way my life turned on its head when I volunteered to build that maldito tank, maybe I just hadn’t gotten the right commission.

			“All right ya useless cabbages, who wants a crack at a head-smelter?”

			From his perch on the stairs overlooking the molding floor of the Structural Ironworks Department, Paddy McCoy was a wobbly-jowled guard in his watchtower, scouring for inmates. My coworkers and I nearly fit the bill; we were busy sweating buckets at the blast furnaces below him, prepping beams for another millionaire’s monument to himself: the Woolworth Building.

			At our station next to the cooling beds, Farty Walsh shuffled away from me and into the foreman’s line of sight holding up two sooty palms like he was facing arrest. “Wasn’t it you sayin’ beam rollers’ hands is too thick for smelters, chief? Or did the gombeens in Ornamental waste ’emselves makin’ pretty gates for the Vanderbilts now?”

			Two dozen snorts and snickers blended with the furnaces’ roar as I turned back to my work. Farty was better at wagging his lips than helping me strip iron bars fresh from the crucibles, but I hated to admit the malcriado had a point. Head-smelter commissions were troublesome, technical puzzles—so named for being a legitimate dolor de cabeza to deliver on time. They usually fell to the twiggy, smooth-fingered craftsmen in the Ornamental Ironwork Department the next building over, not the rough nuts in Structural, most of whom were built broader and only slightly fleshier than the metal we pounded.

			Don’t ask how a flaquito like me wound up in here.

			

			“One day, you’ll get that smart mouth o’ yours caught in the forge, Mr. Walsh,” McCoy snarked on his way down to the shop floor. “The Ornamental lads is all tied up with the Woolworth, same as you.”

			Across from Farty and me, Innis scoffed around the pipe between his teeth. “Meanin’ it’s a shite job.”

			“Meaning it’s an opportunity,” McCoy countered. “It’s headed to one o’ them Coney Island parks. Might be a good time, if you’ve had your fill of rivets and beam rollin’.”

			Farty spat, the only wet thing in this building that wasn’t petroleum. “Aye, if it’s so much fun, I bet Wheezy’ll do it. He’s havin’ a bad dose.”

			Just to be clear, my name’s Benny, not Wheezy—a nickname Farty invented for two reasons: the first being the busted lungs God saw fit to give me, and the second being Farty’s need for a pithy way to remind everyone that, sure as I was shorter than him, I’d always be lower too.

			No one called Marty Walsh “Farty” but me, the only reason being that anyone who talked out of his ass as much as he did deserved a name to match. Not that I’d ever said it to him out loud.

			“Ah, lay offa Wheezy!” Farty’s cogging partner and drinking buddy Dan sidled up next to us with a black stripe drawn thickly across his forehead from wiping sweat. In the reddish glow of the furnaces, we all looked brown . . .

			“He’s just mopey ’cause Long Island’s got no palm trees!”

			. . . but I was the one who got it rubbed in his face.

			I knelt over the mold and tugged my cap down over the scene of heckling coworkers, taking smaller sips of air to ward off the whistle rising in my chest. If I started coughing, I’d never stop, and the day was long enough without these pendejos cracking wise about my shitty breathing.

			

			I was still staring at the ground when McCoy’s shoes shuffled into view followed by a leaf of folded stationery.

			“You interested, Caldera?”

			Farty leaned leisurely on one leg to watch his influence play out. I would deliver the apology he owed me on his behalf in the mirror later; if he knew how good my impression of his voice was, it would wipe that self-satisfied smirk clean off his grimy face. Standing up, I stripped my leather gloves, wiped my sweaty palms on my corduroys, and took the order.

			The “blueprint” was just an artist’s sketch. Drawn in black ink was an iron-and-glass cage balanced on a steel undercarriage, albeit the bars wrapped around only three sides leaving an unobstructed viewing pane on the fourth. It looked fit to hold a small lake, with a drainage hatch by the bottom and another in the lattice roof reachable by a set of iron rungs built onto the side. Tiny script cluttered the drawing—stuff like “Panes must be impervious to rupture” and “Padlock or rim lock? You decide.”

			I smoothed my expression in case anyone was looking for a crack in it to stick a fingernail through. “On wheels?” I asked.

			McCoy lifted his bowler hat to scratch at the patch of thinning cabello underneath. “Just the rims. As for the tempered panes, Bushwick Glass Works will take care of ’em sure. But the gentleman did say the asset must be transportable.”

			That wasn’t so bad. The wagons that ran coffee between the plantations and piers in Puerto Rico had needed rims too. At my old foundry, I’d forged everything from shipping vessel parts to mill machinery to ornamented ceiling tiles for la Casa de la Alcaldía de San Juan by the time I was fifteen. It was fascinating work, easy to disappear into if you had a brain full of noise like mine.

			“By when?” I asked.

			

			Pink-faced, he stepped around the paper and pointed to the corner of it. I had to read the words aloud to make sure I didn’t misinterpret them.

			“‘Asset needed before next’—” My voice shrank. “‘Full moon’?”

			Sniggers spread around us like a rash as I did the math. The last full moon was two nights ago, which left only nineteen working days to finish this head-smelter unless I came in on weekends.

			More to the point, what the hell sort of customer sets deadlines by the moon?

			“Mangy gobshites,” McCoy muttered. “Let’s take a walk, Benny.”

			He steered me by the shoulders away from those cabrones, toward the stairs leading up to his office. “You know I had my reservations four years ago, hiring a kid who didn’t speak a lick o’ English,” he said. “But you’ve always had a surprising aptitude for metalwork. Most of these lads ain’t made for labor what needs sharp eyes and imagination, but I don’t mind sayin’ you got plenty of both.”

			What McCoy called “aptitude” was what got my coworkers resenting me in the first place. Right off the steamship, I’d walked into his office and sold him a thumper in broken English about how the Humacao sugar mill at el Centro Pasto Viejo had sent me as their Spanish-speaking envoy. A factory full of grim, sweaty smithies watched me hammer on the gears they’d cast for the production plant to prove they had been improperly made, and though McCoy knew I was lying about who sent me, he also knew I wasn’t lying about the gears. I was on the payroll by lunch.

			Maybe he’d always known what I was worth, but he’d never said it aloud.

			“Thanks.”

			

			Near the foot of the stairs, he stuck his thumbs under his too-tight suspenders and leaned toward my ear, a tang of stout beer and café on his breath. “Ever fancy yourself working in our Ornamental Department, Caldera?”

			I stopped walking. “Beg your pardon, chief?”

			“I’d give you the lead. Dan, Innis, and Elmer’ll be your crew. Who knows—” He gave my filthy striped shirt a tap. “Could be this head-smelter’s your ticket away from the furnaces, hm?”

			Like every other smithy in Structural, fantasizing about a desk in the clean, well-lit Ornamental building next door was an unspoken part of the job description, and he knew it. But unlike my coworkers, I wasn’t so thirsty for the pay raise or the white-starched shirt. The only thing less tolerable than being brown and spare in a sea of burly Irishmen was my asthma.

			And no one in Ornamental had to breathe black air.

			A moment of mute disbelief passed before the furnace heat on my teeth told me I was smiling. “All right. I’ll do it.”

			“Good lad!”

			McCoy clapped me on the shoulder and swung us around to face a dozen sooty ears cocked in our direction. “Back to the boilers, ya nosy eejits,” he hollered, giving me a light shove back toward the ingots. “Woolworth Building ain’t gonna reach the sky by itself!”

			I resumed my spot next to Farty where a new mold glowed like a small sun, and tucked my smile away before he could see it. That lambón had gotten his wish; I’d expected his standard smirk waiting for me, smug and sour like a lemon peel was permanently wedged between his molars.

			No smirk, though. Rather, his expression gave off a chill that cut through the heat like an ice pick. I looked away before it could stick me in the neck.

			Farty Walsh was always a bigger hazard when he wasn’t smiling.

			

			

			The month rattled past like a subway car. Busting a lung to meet a batty deadline with second-rate help would have slowed down any other smithy, but nothing motivated me like having the freedom to run my own project. McCoy had said I could do as I pleased if I thought I could improve the design, so I gave myself permission to speculate. What kind of person would pay to visit a big, metal box by the ocean when the ocean was right there—for free?

			I sought inspiration closer to the equator. From the dusty recesses of my brain, Caribbean lines spilled onto the blueprint: whiplash ocean wave panels, sea spray membranes, cast-iron clamshells. While my team rolled bars and hinges, I molded frames and panels with San Juan sabor.

			Once the cage was constructed and the glass installed, what assembly remained fell to me alone, which I far preferred to negotiating tasks with my cranky coworkers. At some point through lunches, overtime, and weekends, I’d begun assembling a dream instead of a tank, and I wasn’t keen to share it. I’d glance daily out the window at the building next door, too impatient for a future inside it to mind the dots of blood that started showing up on my handkerchief when I coughed.

			I’d begun to believe what Tití Luz had said. That in America, “todo es posible.” Because on the second Sunday evening in March, less than a month after the head-smelter arrived, it sat finished in the moonlit delivery bay, polished, sealed, and mounted on six burnished steel wheels I’d hammered myself.

			I stood back to survey my work like an artist who’d mixed the powdered pigment of his hope with linseed oil and painted with it. Then, I draped the tarp over the tank for the last time and punched out.

			

			Walking down Second Street toward Gowanus Bay the night before pickup day, neither my exhaustion nor the sting of New York winter could douse my excitement for what tomorrow might bring. My favorite spot on the dock was out there waiting, a row of crusty pilings where the barges lined up hull-to-hull like oversized sardine cans to frame a clear view of the water that wrapped around Brooklyn and beyond. It was pretty in its way, though a far cry from the waterfront I missed.

			La Bahía de San Juan was blue. The kind that smelled of salt and seaweed and made you forget your island was still bloody from a war it couldn’t win. Even after the San Ciriaco hurricane blew the dream of Puerto Rican liberation away with the gunpowder, the sea did as the sea does and made it like nothing had changed. Had I known I would never see that shade of blue again, I would have paid better attention.

			The Gowanus Canal looked like spilled wood stain and stank of piss and horseshit. If you felt brave enough to stick your hand in it, it would disappear into the silt, then probably fall clean off your arm once the infections set in. But at this hour, it was easy to imagine a different waterfront if you squinted. Night turned the steamship soup colorless, emptied it of commerce, and left you in the peaceful company of a waxing moon, an island wind, and musical currents lapping their rhythm against the hulls of lonely barges. Out here, even a guy with busted lungs could breathe.

			I took the necklace Tití Luz gave me out of my pocket and ran a chilly thumb over the San Cristóbal embossed on the pewter medallion. Across the bay, a different patron saint of travelers guarded the Iron City with her back to Manhattan, Lady Liberty’s glowing torch held high like a promise. I’d made a promise too, to Tití Luz. Maybe I’d finally make good on it. Find the liberty America never gave us tucked somewhere between the tenements and brownstones.

			

			Until then, I hung San Cristóbal back around my neck and blew on my fingers, grateful for a place where I could forget I was a man without a country.

			

			Pickup day was the sort of Monday you hated punching in for. Gray and cold, with factory-smoke skies shedding dirty snowflakes too sparse to make a home on the pavement. My coworkers dragged themselves in by the neck with their usual torpor, half rat-assed on whatever they drank the night before.

			I was sober enough to dry up the canal, and twitchier than un gato estresa’o waiting for the tank to meet its new owner. While Farty, Dan, Innis, and I took up our next assignment at the furnace—rivets for the Woolworth—I pictured a stiff, whiskered jefe in winter wools and starched whites, fragrant with leather.

			Maybe everyone else did too, because as soon as the mustachioed man swaggered unannounced onto the foundry floor in his faded fur-trimmed cape and bright green suit, productivity ground to a halt.

			“Sir! It’s a mite dangerous in here for visitors!” Our illustrious foreman rushed out of his office and down the stairs with a fresh coffee stain on his shirt, one hand snatching off his wayward bowler hat and the other held out in greeting. “Patrick McCoy, at your service! Mr. Samuel Morgan, is it?”

			This threadbare dandy commissioned the tank? He looked like an avocado stuck in a bird’s nest in his rubber boots, matted cuffs, and missing waistcoat buttons comically at odds with his lime-colored clothes. Floating next to him was a young lady—pretty, with large eyes and creamy skin flushed from the chill. She wasn’t shopworn like her compañero; in her fancy woolen winter coat, tight coils of apple-red hair poking out from under a hat that matched her crimson skirt, she looked like she’d stepped off the December cover of The Delineator.

			

			Mr. Morgan removed his top hat, revealing slick waves of neatly parted brown locks. “My apologies for letting myself in. It appears your receptionist is out to lunch, and I couldn’t wait.”

			My ears fastened on his voice. The Avocado Man had no accent I could trace beyond Long Island Sound, no telltale bump or angle in his features pertaining to coordinates beyond the spot where he stood. No one in the foundry qualified as American by most of America’s standards, least of all me, but this guy sure sounded like the real deal.

			“Right this way, sir,” McCoy said amiably. As our visitors walked ahead of him toward the delivery bay, McCoy spun back to wave a frantic hand at Dan, Elmer, Innis, and me. We threw off our leather gloves to join them outside.

			Halfway out the barn doors, I almost walked right into McCoy’s backside.

			“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” whispered McCoy as I looked over his shoulder and said, “Madre de Dios.”

			Beyond the tarp, four white horses stood in a neat line hitched to a brightly painted stagecoach, giant rhinestone-encrusted plumes sprouting like palm fronds from their green bridles. On the coach’s endgate and side panels, the words “Morgan’s Menagerie of Human Oddities” shone in gilded red letters.

			The tank was headed to a sideshow.

			“Tell me I did not come all the way out here to freeze my beans off, Sam,” a deep, tetchy voice called from the driver’s seat. “I’m shivering fit to shake the coach to pieces!”

			By now, all the smithies were congregating to watch, and our eyes blinked wide as a Black man made entirely of muscles swung out onto the gravel with a hefty thud. He strode over, his thick neck, thick arms, and thick calves bulging through his clothing like a sneeze would provide all the force necessary to make his sleeves explode. This guy didn’t have the manicured air of his compañeros—too busy was he with rubbing warmth into his massive hands and burrowing his head into a scarf that barely reached around his neck.

			

			“Strongest man in the world, weak against a little chill,” Mr. Morgan muttered before he remembered we were there. “Ah, where are my manners? Introductions, yes?”

			He gestured to the pelirroja first. “May I present Miss Sonia Kutzler, our own Flexible Fraülein.”

			She cut in front of Mr. Morgan with a dainty outstretched hand and a greeting that sounded like German words forced through a Brooklyn sieve. “Guten Tag.”

			“And this”—Mr. Morgan gestured to his freezing friend—“is Matthias Martin.”

			Mr. Martin cleared his throat. The Avocado Man rolled his eyes and added, “That is, the Mighty Matthias.”

			“Great Galahad!” cried Dan, who elbowed past me to snatch the hand the Mighty Matthias had offered McCoy. “You’re the strongest man in the world! Marty, c’mere and meet the strongest man in the world!”

			“Shut your flatter-trap, I know who he is!” Farty tore off his cap and sidled up to Dan. “I say, it’s a real treat, Mr. Matthias, sir! I’ve still got your flyer from my last jaunt to Luna Park! Got to see you lift two thousand pounds!”

			My eyes bulged. Never in my life had I seen Irishmen fawn over a colored man. Was this what it took to get respect in America? A body like Hércules?

			Mr. Martin’s mighty head gave a restrained nod. “Ain’t that nice.”

			“Well now, can you really lift two thousand pounds?” McCoy asked breathlessly before Mr. Morgan smoothly inserted himself between them.

			

			“Fifteen cents for a ticket to find out, my good man! The asset, if you please?”

			Everything above my neck went weightless as McCoy motioned for my coworkers and me to remove the tarp. It seemed to take an age to fall away, but suddenly, there it was, the effort of the longest month of my life on six wheels, towering fourteen feet above the ground. I swayed on my feet like I’d exposed my guts instead of a tank.

			
				
					[image: A chilly day in 1911. Several men and a woman stand outside of an ironworks in the shadow of a large iron and glass aquatic tank on wheels. Facing the group are two other men, one of whom is holding the edge of a large tarp, and the other who is gesturing showingly at the large aquarium. A crowed of ironworkers stand apart, and a plumed team of horses pose in the background.]
				
			

			Mr. Morgan’s face was unreadable. “This . . . is not what I illustrated.”

			I reached for San Cristóbal, my heart beating like my blood had gone thick. McCoy had allowed me liberties with the design—had I taken too many?

			The foreman’s mouth drew a thin line between his jowls as he removed his hat. “If it don’t meet your requir—”

			“It’s better.”

			

			McCoy and I both stood up straighter.

			“Good heavens . . .” Mr. Morgan ran a finger along a seashell I’d improvised into the design. “Are you an artist as well as a blacksmith? This . . . is astounding!”

			
				
					[image: A polished-looking gentleman with slicked back hair in a fur-trimmed overcoat has bent at the waist to inspect the ornamental ironwork of the aquarium he commissioned. Still bent, he now looks back over his shoulder, touching his chin with a gloved hand and a satisfied expression. His overcoat is fur-lined, and the hand behind his back holds a top hat and cane.]
				
			

			“Well, I certainly do my best to exceed expectations, sir! Very glad you’re pleased with my design,” McCoy said.

			Though my chest hadn’t stopped hardening to concrete, the rest of me unraveled with relief—

			Wait.

			“If exceeding expectations was your goal, then it’s no wonder the tallest building in New York City is in the care of such a discerning craftsman,” Mr. Morgan gushed.

			Had I heard wrong? The chief’s eyes shifted in my direction, then snapped away like an elastic. “That’s mighty kind of you to say, sir.”

			Two feet away from where McCoy was taking credit for my work, I thought maybe that thumper had slipped out by accident—only my stomach knew better, slowly souring like I’d swallowed something rotten. Before I could pretend the feeling away, I felt my breath tangle somewhere below my throat and blanched.

			Not. Now.

			A cough scorched a painful path out of my chest. I threw an arm across my face and backed toward the nearest shadow, but on the way I bumped into Innis and his pipe, breath whistling out of me like I’d soldered a boiling kettle to my neck. Innis adjusted his cap so his wide eyes could telegraph a discreet warning at me, but every muscle was already taut with the pointless effort of holding in what had already decided to escape. My next cough was a loud hack.

			That’s when I felt the familiar prickle of someone watching. I looked up, and there was the Mighty Matthias. Frowning at me.

			

			He tipped his head toward the dandy’s ear, whispered something into it, and then Mr. Morgan’s gaze met mine too, before he quickly looked away.

			I flapped out my handkerchief and stuffed it over my mouth.

			“My good man,” Mr. Morgan said amiably to McCoy, “seeing as this marvelous structure is the product of your own ingenuity, I’m very interested to know your opinion on a particular matter of concern. What would happen if someone were to attempt to break this enclosure from the outside? Say”—he knocked his gloved knuckles on the glass where iron bars didn’t protect it—“with the force of a heavy blow?”

			“Well now,” McCoy laughed uncomfortably, “I’d say those are the very four-inch-thick tempered panels you ordered, sir. Reckon it’d take a cannon to break that glass sure.”

			“Fascinating. Matthias”—he turned to the strongman—“would you do us the honor of a quality test?”

			Mr. Martin shrugged. “If you say so.”

			He strolled over to the glass wall, pulled his fist out of his pocket, and shook it out. He drew back his arm to strike—

			“Don’t!”

			I hardly knew where the air for that shout came from, but somehow it came out of me.

			“The glass is as good as he says,” I wheezed as embarrassment chased the blood from my fingertips. “But the seals . . . need more time to set. If you strike it . . . it’ll loosen the glass from the brackets.”

			Next to McCoy’s warning expression, Mr. Morgan’s gaze was inscrutable. I grimaced. Tití Luz had often warned me “el pez muere por la boca,” and here I was about to become the fish snared by its own mouth. “And when will the seals be set?”

			“Tomorrow.” It was the date on the calendar I’d prepared for—the full moon.

			Morgan’s mustache twitched, then widened over a genteel smile as he stepped toward me with his hand held out. I took it and matched the man’s hard grip with my own because, when you’re an extranjero, people will size you up with whatever measuring stick you give them, and Tití Luz always said I should give them no less than a yard.

			

			“Have you a name, son?”

			“Benny, sir. Benny Caldera.”

			He leaned back on a leg and scratched his chin. “Caldera. That Italian?”

			My accent almost climbed into my mouth before I gulped it back and answered the way I knew would make the most sense to him. “Porto Rican, sir.”

			“Porto Rican,” said Mr. Morgan conspiratorially in Mr. Martin’s direction, as if that guy should’ve recognized me from somewhere because he’s Black and I’m brown. “Mr. Caldera, say you were in my shoes. That you absolutely had to make use of this asset tonight or else its entire function would be rendered completely and irrevocably obsolete. What would you do?”

			I tried to ignore how far down McCoy’s frown had dragged his jowls while this green-suited gringo waited for me to make spontaneous liquid volume calculations.

			“A fast coat of pitch could help,” I croaked. “It’d be a day before it’s cured. But just . . . don’t fill the tank all the way at first. If there’s less pressure on the joints”—I coughed—“the seal should hold.”

			I’d be damned before I saw a month of late nights and missed lunches crumble in the Brooklyn winter because this fuzzy aguacate couldn’t wait for tar to set.

			“’Course it’ll be fine to fill all the way eventually,” McCoy chimed in, as if he’d known these vulnerabilities all along.

			“Capital!” Mr. Morgan turned and whispered something at the pelirroja, who nodded once at whatever he’d said. Then he pulled an envelope out of his coat containing the banknote that would pay for the job. McCoy and I both sagged with relief as Mr. Morgan flipped his top hat back on his head, bid us an extravagant farewell, and spun back toward the carriage. “Let’s get on with it, Matthias.”

			

			Every smithy’s jaw slackened as the Mighty Matthias looped an arm under each side of the yoke and heaved the massive iron tongue over his shoulders like it was no heavier than a couple of potato sacks. Then he hauled the entire thing over to the wagon by himself and hitched it. The sight had stunned me so stupid, I hadn’t noticed the Flexible Fraülein had quietly slid into my periphery.

			“Dropped my hankie,” she said in a breathy Bushwick voice. We both looked down. It was hanging off my shoe.

			“I’ll get it!” cried Elmer, nearly upending Dan in his rush to aid the señorita.

			Her Gibson Girl mouth curled in a coy sonrisa. “That’s all right. Mr. Caldera will get it for me.”

			Elmer squeaked as I picked it up and shook it out. It was already smeared with grime. “Sorry about the dirt. Here ya go.”

			“On second thought”—she gently pushed my hand back toward me—“you keep it. ’Til we meet again, mein Freund.” With a wink and a brush of red skirt against my shoes, she turned back toward the stagecoach.

			To the crack of the reins, the caravan creaked its way out of the delivery bay. And in the same slippery way strange dreams vanish with the night when you wake, the Mighty Matthias, the Flexible Fraülein, and the Avocado Man were gone.

			

			At first, I didn’t understand why the other smithies were giving me a wide berth as we shuffled back through the barn doors toward our workstations. But when McCoy strode over to me, jowls quivering like an angry vieja, I started to figure it out.

			

			“Mr. Caldera! What in Jesus’s name did you think you was doin’, speaking to the gentleman like that?”

			It was involuntary, the wave of shame that rose up my throat and rinsed all the thoughts from my head. “I-I answered his question—”

			“Made a fool of me in front of customer, is what you did,” he snapped. “How do you think it looks when the foreman don’t know his own design well enough to defend it?”

			“I’m sorry, I—”

			“The next time you talk over me”—he stuck a calloused finger in my face—”I’ll make sure you’re tending stoves ’til Judgment Day, and that’s if I don’t boot your arse out the door first!”

			“I thought that . . . cómo se dice . . . that . . .” English words were disappearing faster than I could hold on to them, leaking through the hundreds of cracks all those late nights had left behind.

			McCoy started to walk away, and a withering vision of the clean, bright drafting room next door snapped me back into focus.

			“Wait!”

			I rushed over and, against all my practice and better judgment, let the desperation show on my face. “That was my design,” I reminded him—quietly, so he wouldn’t think I was out to embarrass him further. “And Mr. Morgan called it ‘astounding.’ Ain’t that worth something?”

			He squinted at me like I’d gone batty. “That design came outta my department. Which makes it my design. Who the hell do you think you are, Caldera?”

			I fell back on my heels. He got me with that question.

			Because I really didn’t know.

			“Back to your rivets. Now.”

			Watching my foreman stride off into the smoke with my ground-up dignity under his soles, I choked back the bile in my throat. That balding chayote. I didn’t know if I was madder at him or myself for buying his sweet talk when it was always just a setup to put his name on work he didn’t have the chops to do himself.

			

			Caramba, I couldn’t even let myself stay mad. The workday schedule made no allowances for anger or grief or any kind of hurt, really; and anyway, letting myself seethe over losing the chance to work in Ornamental meant accepting that McCoy had never meant to give me the chance to begin with.

			“Get a load o’ that Friday face, now.”

			My head turned slowly to find Farty slouched against a pillar biting off a greasy fingernail. His other hand was tucked behind his back, like maybe he could have been a gentleman if only he’d had the proper motivation.

			“Lay off, Marty,” I muttered, striding away from him toward the rivet rounds.

			He jogged cheerfully along behind me. “You could always catch up with that Morgan chap, Wheezy. The way they took a shining to you, I thought they was gonna do the charitable thing and take you with ’em. Put you on a stage for the Coney crowds.”

			I bit back a cough and looked around for my leather gloves. Where the hell had I put them?

			“Then again, they probably didn’t want a cur like you slobberin’ all over that pretty little ginger . . .”

			Tití Luz’s voice was in my head again. No digas nada. Dogs tame easier than people. It is why there will always be yanquis trying to convince you you’re a mutt instead of a man. Don’t you believe them, Benigno.

			Suddenly, Farty’s breath was next to my ear.

			“Or was it the strongman you liked best?”

			I stuck my forearm under his collar and shoved him off. “I’ll weld your goddamn mouth shut!”

			“What in hell’s goin’ on?” shouted McCoy from his office window.

			

			“Nothin’, chief,” I called back in a barbed voice. Beside me, Farty sucked innocently on his teeth, then held up a sooty brown bundle.

			“Lookin’ for these?”

			My leather gloves. I rolled my shoulders and yanked them out of his grip, loaded the dolly with rivet stock, and carted it away from his lemon-peel smile.

			Back at the furnace, the stock felt heavier than usual. I drove it into the flames and watched it turn red through scratchy eyes before pulling it out and onto the anvil. By the factory clock, it would be four relentless hours before I could leave behind the rivets and the ache in my chest, fill my acid belly with something flavorless, and fall into my cot. Didn’t much feel like walking to the pier tonight anyway.

			“Look at this peaky bugger,” I heard Farty say to Dan. “You oughta be more careful with that temper, Wheezy. You’re apt to get burnt.”

			I was about to tell him to “get burnt” himself when I realized: something was burning.

			I looked down. I’d wrapped my palm around the glowing round—without noticing the freshly sliced hole in my glove.

			“¡Coño!” The round clanged to the floor.

			Three more Spanish obscenities flew out of my mouth in the time it took to shake off my gloves and run to the spigot, smithies dodging as I rushed past. I stuck my crackling skin under the water, grateful to stand where my shock and mortification could face the wall.

			Quick feet scuffled in my direction.

			“Lad, let me see it.”

			“It’s nothing—”

			Innis snatched my hand out of the water by the wrist and pocketed his pipe at the sight of the sizzling stripe across my palm. “There’s a pure mess. Come on, you need patchin’.”

			

			The first-aid tin sat coated in black ash at the end of a long row of tongs. Inside it was a half-empty jar of camphorated Vaseline, an empty aspirin bottle, and a pilled roll of gauze, a humiliating testament to how infrequently beam rollers ever needed first-aid. I reached for the Vaseline.

			“Don’t be daft.” He snatched the jar away and pointed at my burn. “Give it here.”

			He dabbed on the goop while I hissed through my teeth. “You can’t let ’em get the better of you, you know,” he said. “Marty’s a vulture lookin’ for carrion, and you just gave ’im a feast.”

			I stared at the floor with my uninjured hand in my pocket squeezing the pewter out of San Cristóbal. “Just finish so’s I can throw on a new set of gloves.”

			He shook his head. “You’re no good with a burnt flapper.”

			“Think I can’t handle the pain?”

			“Pain ain’t the problem,” he muttered and reached for the gauze. “You’ll need time.”

			I felt myself pale. Beam rollers didn’t get time off work for burned hands. They got fired.

			As Innis wrapped my palm, I noticed the brass ring on his hand and remembered this guy had a family of his own: five chiquitines with his coal-black hair and translucent skin. I wondered how many of their scrapes he’d patched up just like this.

			“Why are you helpin’ me?” I mumbled.

			“Welp, you’re a lad in your twenties with no family,” he said flatly. “Your lungs is broke. And like it or not, you’re out of a job. With no hand, you’ll be a dead man walking—though if you ask me, you look halfway there.”

			“You give great sermons.”

			He wound the gauze around my palm and shrugged. “Might not be so bad gettin’ outta here. Give you a chance to sort out how to stop survivin’ and live for a change. Hankie?”

			

			I reached around my waist with my good hand and tried not to flinch as he looped it around the dressing for extra cushioning.

			Given the choice, I’d let Farty change my name from Wheezy to Worthless over losing the only job I’d ever had in New York, but as I’d run out of choices, I dragged myself to McCoy’s office. I was great at impressions, but Paddy McCoy had me beat with his impersonation of a beneficent boss who regretted firing his best smithy.

			It wouldn’t be the last time I regretted building that maldito tank.
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			A welcome crust of ice has formed around the estuary overnight. It dissuades the smaller vessels from haunting the embankments, freeing us to venture closer to the shores where human flotsam settles and my mother and I can sift through it unseen. Among the scattered broken glass, rotting bulkheads, and iron sheaths, she discovers a treasure grown rare in the many moons since steamships soured the waters: the emptied dwelling of an eastern oyster.

			“It is a splendid shell,” I hum when she delivers her gift to my ladled hands. “What new delight are you planning for it?”

			“A carving of the moon over the reef that delighted you so as a merling,” she answers with sea spray in her eyes as she stretches brazenly out over a mossy rock. “The one in the Tailfin Sea.”

			The sun has yet to douse behind the human-made mountains they call the City, but I know better than to remind her what risks baring her tail to daylight above the surface may inflict upon her welfare. Her skin and scales conceal her better than mine do me, she would argue. I inherited her tidal hues—blue and green and pearl—but lack the flecks of age that mimic the rocks along the estuary’s shores. Even her hair, a subtle brown compared to my reef-tone red, more closely imitates the indigenous kelp.

			

			She also knows no fear of the humans who abide less than a league from the small island where she hunts for shells, abandoned though it may be.

			“The Tailfin Sea,” I repeat. “What turns your thoughts to so distant a place?”

			“It lives in my thoughts, not as a place, but as the time when last I saw your spirit untroubled,” she sings softly to my mind. “Would you not like a remembrance of peaceful nights under the moon until we may again journey to warmer deeps?”

			Though her question drops anchor on my heart, her intentions are blameless. We once were voyagers, my mother more traveled than any mer in the harmony, until our migrations ceased in a billow of smoke, and I was . . . altered.

			I return the shell to her palm. “I would like it, Mother, but when can you expect me to return to the Tailfin Sea?” I ask. “Without our kin, our songs are sunk in a thunder of engines and propellers fit to wake the giant oarfish. Neptune Himself would turn His fins on this estuary were we not here to Keep it.”

			Her face dims as the stars do when the human city lights its night-lamps. She slides off the rock to rejoin me in the water and, bringing her hand to my cheek, wades deeper into the trench of things I will not sing about.

			

			“Keep the estuary? Or keep humans from drowning in it?”

			I give no answer, for she is my mother and has charted my mind as thoroughly as she has charted the Atlantic.

			Her smile restored, she unwinds a rope of seaweed from her braided tresses, ties it around the hinge of the oyster’s shell, and swims a circle around me to fasten it behind my neck. It settles lightly over my heart.

			“You have not carved it yet,” I protest as she turns me by my shoulders to face her.

			Mother’s fingers dance over the braids that frame my face, admiring once more the cowrie shells she has woven into my hair, each engraved by her skilled hand. “Perhaps you might carve it yourself one day. For Neptune would never turn His fins on the estuary. Nor would the Currents abandon to silence the souls who dwell—or die—in it. Do you believe me?”

			Her voice is as soft and melodious as a rolling wave, the better to assure me my soul is included in her appraisal. Though the water’s chill is no matter to merskin, I feel her gaze glowing with the warmth of the Tailfin Sea she longs to see again if only I could bear to leave the estuary with her.

			I decide I must. Someday. For her. “I believe you.”

			“I am glad of it. Though the Currents’ call may sound distant at times, you are a Son of Neptune and my beloved starfish.” She touches her forehead to mine. “Keep this shell, that you might never forget it.”

		
	
		

		
			Two

			Once, ten years ago, as Tití Luz and I rode our solitary wagon away from her bankrupted tobacco hacienda in Caguas, she’d given me a stern order to never look back, not even if you’d forgotten your keys. Dios tiene su plan, she’d said. If God had wanted you to have your keys, He would’ve made sure you remembered them when you left.

			When the only things behind you are the sneering faces of a couple of malicious pendejos like Farty and Dan, that advice feels especially practical.

			I’d never been idle a day in my life, and as I stood outside the ironworks without so much as a flea in my ear for what to do with myself, I knew I hated it. Another cough was brewing; not finding my handkerchief where I usually kept it, I reached into the other pocket and pulled it out.

			’Pérate. If my handkerchief was wrapped around the gauze, then what was it doing in my pocket?

			I inspected my bandage more closely. I’d been too distracted by my cooked meat to notice a monogram embroidered on the knot, two letters tucked into the folds on either side of a black M. The hankie I’d given Innis wasn’t mine, but that redheaded Kutzler lady’s.

			

			My burn was weeping through the fabric; it seemed a shame to ruin Miss Kutzler’s fancy thing with the effects of my mistakes, whether or not her German was an act (as I strongly suspected it was). I shoved my handkerchief—my real one—between my teeth and bit down as I undid the knot in the other one. Slowly, it came free and fell open into my good hand.

			“Pero, ¿qué?”

			There was charcoal on the linen, smudged. What I’d mistaken for soot earlier was handwriting:

			Fulton St. Ferry Term. 5 p.m.

			I looked around, expecting to find the Fraülein’s poofy sleeves tucked behind a lamppost, but there was only the usual noisy exhibition of longshoremen and merchants swarming the docks like foulmouthed ants.

			This couldn’t be an invitation, could it? I wasn’t the guy pretty German señoritas wanted to meet under the Brooklyn Bridge—I was the guy they pretended not to notice, then crossed the street to escape from. I pried more information from my memory of our brief encounter: Miss Kutzler only dropped her handkerchief on my foot after the Avocado Man had whispered into her ear. And that made me think.

			Maybe the invitation wasn’t from her.

			

			The Fulton Ferry station sat in the shadow of the Brooklyn Bridge, on the edge of brick tenements, boardwalk, and cobblestones. Right across from it stood the Menagerie’s plumed team and caravan, bright and colorful against the faded relic of steamship transit. I pulled my cap down and hid under the awning of the windbeaten hotel across the street to look for Mr. Morgan when the Avocado Man himself emerged from the Water Street market swinging a bucket of pitch.

			

			“You’re early.”

			“¡Cristo!” I jumped back and nearly landed my ass in a pickle barrel before the Mighty Matthias reached out a thick hand to steady me, his friendly smile tipped in amusement.

			Suddenly next to Mr. Martin—though under him might be more accurate—I had an up-close view of the Strongest Man in the World and was a little thrown to see him in a delicate pair of wire-framed glasses. His earlier complaints about the cold made a lot more sense now that I saw how thin the layers were that insulated him from the March chill. Maybe clothiers didn’t make garments for physiques like his if he had to rely on an overcoat that barely buttoned and ended well above his knees.

			“Sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t spyin’ or nothin’, I was just—”

			“Hey, Sam!” he yelled over my head. “The smithy made it!”

			Mr. Morgan paused in his steps. Miss Kutzler poked her face out of the carriage window, beaming with the satisfaction of knowing her little hankie trick had worked.

			“Come on.” The strongman thumped me on the shoulder and steered me into the street. “You don’t want a room at a flophouse like this, trust me.”

			I fought to keep upright under the weight of Mr. Martin’s grip as Miss Kutzler stepped onto the street with a different skirt under her wool coat—a modest charcoal gray one that, against her bright red hair, gave her the look of an iron right out of the fire.

			Mr. Morgan put down the bucket to greet me. “Delighted and, if I may say, surprised to see you here so soon, Mr. Caldera,” he said. “I do hope you didn’t skive off work for our sake.”

			“No, uh, I tangled with a hot round and, well . . .”

			

			Four sets of eyes looked down at my bandaged hand, and the pelirroja clasped her hands over her heart in dramatic sympathy. “That looks abso-tively awful! You ain’t gonna lose that hand, are ya?”

			“It’s a burn, Sonia,” Mr. Martin said dully, “not the plague.”

			“Still,” said Mr. Morgan with a knitted brow, “a burn may impede his usefulness for tonight’s engagements.”

			I paled. A vision of my muddy, lifeless body stuffed into a burlap sack at the bottom of the Hudson invaded my thoughts with the meticulous detail of a blueprint. “‘E-engagements,’ sir?”

			“No formalities, please. It’s Sam,” he said, to which Mr. Martin added, “Matthias for me,” and Miss Kutzler finished, “Sonia on the offseason!”

			“Thanks, um, Sam. Mr. Morgan—sir. It’s just I’m not really an engagements kind of guy. I’m more the disengagement type.”

			The straight line of his brows tilted. “And yet, here you are.”

			He walked backward and lifted a corner of the tarp, revealing one of the ornamentation panels I’d wrought. “It didn’t take a scholar to figure out your foreman wasn’t the craftsman behind our commission—”

			“Excuse me, no, not a scholar,” interrupted Matthias, glaring sourly over his folded arms at Mr. Morgan. He bent his head in my direction. “I told him if McSaggy-Face really designed this tank, I’d eat my hat.”

			“Yeah, yeah, everyone’s a genius,” Sonia grumbled. “I’m the one who got him to come—”

			“And that is why,” Mr. Morgan plowed on, “we can use your hand. Burned or not.” He dug into the folds of his cape and produced a folded bit of paper which he held out to me.

			I took it and read aloud, “‘Sober men wanted for perilous aquatic excursion. Generous wages, swimmers preferred. Risk of injury and possible death. Inquiries to Samuel T. Morgan, 1200 Surf Avenue, Brooklyn.’”

			

			He plucked the paper out of my grip and restored it to his cape. “The papers refused to run it. For the best, I suppose. Goodness knows thrill-seekers at Coney Island are a dime a dozen. We’d have a line around the park,” he declared, as if drowning for your wages was so tempting. “But that’s where you come in.”

			My brain was still stuck on aquatic. “Me? But I can’t swim.”

			All three of them stepped back.

			“Can’t swim?” Mr. Morgan repeated, aghast. “Are you not from an island?”

			“I was a smithy on the coast, but I grew up in the mountains. Couldn’t really swim in those rivers.” Not after the hurricane, anyway. Whether I’d known how to swim before the storm trapped me in tree roots and turned off the lights in my memory was anyone’s guess.

			“So, he can’t swim.” Sonia waved a dainty hand by way of dismissing this skill’s relevance to my valuable qualities. “‘Swimmers preferred’ don’t mean ‘swimmers required,’ does it?”

			“Of course, not,” Mr. Morgan agreed, sounding slightly less enthusiastic. “More important to the cause is the tank’s integrity, and as Mr. Caldera is the most knowledgeable person here on that count, his presence would safeguard against any unplanned setbacks while we procure its”—he cleared his throat—“inhabitant.”

			My gaze drifted nervously back to the house-sized cargo as the words “risk of injury and possible death” came back to mind. “What kind of inhabitant?”

			Mr. Morgan looped an arm around my shoulder and a mix of pipe smoke, brandy, and tangy cologne wafted up my nose, coaxing a cough from my throat.

			“Secrecy is key, but it may be safe enough to tell you this,” he murmured. “Not even P. T. Barnum, that colossal goldbrick, could gaff so rare and astounding an exhibit. No one alive—no one but I—has ever seen the like of it. But you”—he gave my shoulder a squeeze—“would be among the very first in human history to do so without having to pay a dime for the honor. All I’d need is your promise not to tell a soul what we are catching.”

			

			Ave María. I wondered how many suckers this Morgan guy had hooked with that slick voice of his, peddling excitement and intrigue for a jitney per ticket.

			I glanced down at his bucket. “And?”

			“And a second coat of pitch.”

			Always a catch.

			“In exchange for . . .” Mr. Morgan produced a small clip of banknotes. He tugged one out and handed it to me.

			I nearly choked at the number on it. “Twenty dollars?!”

			His face fell. “Is that not sufficient?”

			“Gosh, no, jeez, it’s plenty,” I sputtered through numb lips. “It’s—it’s too much!”

			Morgan shook his head decisively. “I should say not. Something you need for something I want is how agreements are made. Now then.” He adjusted his top hat. “Do we have one?”

			This guy’s mouth was obviously well-practiced in manipulating the average Juan Bobo. On a day when my hopes got stuffed in the blast furnace, I wasn’t keen to make the same mistake I’d made the day McCoy hooked me with that head-smelter. I was about to return his banknote when a strong wind off the East River turned my head toward the water.

			The Fulton Ferry was set to depart. As the last Manhattan-bound workmen stepped aboard, the operator shouted to the street, “Final call for New York Schemers and Dreamers! Last chance to wave at Lady Liberty! Alll aboooard!”

			I got a funny feeling hearing him say that. A niggle that made me pocket the banknote.

			Keeping secrets was easy. Lo que no se dice, no se sabe, Tití Luz often said, and no one was better at keeping their mouth shut than me. Anyway, earning some extra cash sure beat all the nothing I’d originally planned for the evening.

			

			“Sure,” I said. “So long as I don’t get wet.”

			

			Before I had traded my Caribbean island for one coated in soot, the only excitement I’d ever had was with my boyhood pal Ramón. That kid was a professional at roping me into dicey schemes, which always ended in me getting my ears boxed while Ramón got off like the sneaky sinvergüenza he was. Something about this little side job had the familiar whiff of a momentary thrill that would end up blunting my hearing.

			Mr. Morgan said we were riding out to someplace in Queens called Lawrence Point. With time to burn until we reached our destination, Matthias and I made like a couple of fish and climbed into the tank through the bottom hatch with two paintbrushes, the bucket of pitch, and a greasy paper bag of Gage & Tollner’s fried oysters to split as we rode north.

			This guy loved small talk almost as much as I hated it. He asked so many ironworking questions, I wondered if he wasn’t fixing to open his own foundry; stuff like whether steel was stronger than heavy iron and if I’d ever met a Skywalker. I was impressed Matthias even knew what the Native Mohawk ironworkers called themselves, but as Skywalkers usually worked off-site (and hundreds of feet in the air), I’d only ever talked to one once. We had breaked for lunch at the same outside table, and when I’d asked where he was from—“Uptown, midtown, downtown, out-of-town?”—he’d laughed, pointed at the clouds, and said, “Look up.”

			Less than halfway through the bucket of pitch, right about when Matthias switched to talking about the weather, I started thinking the strongman’s name should have been ’Metido instead.

			“Sure beats a Porto Rican winter, doesn’t it?”

			

			I cut a look at him mid-brushstroke. “That a joke?”

			“It’s a fact. Two jitneys says you never saw a snowflake in your whole life before you came here, and now you can’t get enough of ’em.”

			The first time I saw snow, I lost an entire night’s sleep watching it fall in thick cottony clumps from the sky.

			“Lucky guess,” I said.

			Matthias laughed so heartily, the metal under us vibrated. “Brother, if it were me, I’d’ve stayed in Porto Rico just so’s I didn’t have to freeze my ass off five months out of the year.”

			That wasn’t likely. Staying in Puerto Rico for the temperature was like choosing purgatory over heaven because you had an aversion to white robes and trumpets. Not that Nueva York was such an improvement.

			“What?” Matthias asked when he noticed me scowling at my paintbrush.

			“Nah, nothing. I just . . .” I rolled my eyes at myself. “I built a tank bigger than my room in the tenement, and I don’t even get to live in it.”

			“Ha! The poetry of the peasant class,” he remarked, reloading his brush. “Mind if I use that little anecdote?”

			“For what?”

			“My autobiography,” he said proudly. “The Heaviest Weight: A Mighty Memoir. Catchy title, right?”

			“I guess. Does that mean I’ll be in it?”

			“Depends on whether you gonna be a main character,” he said in the manner of issuing a challenge. “So, tell me. How does a Porto Rican join up with a bunch of Ulstermen in Red Hook, instead of the rest of his compadres in East Harlem?”

			The question stunned the words right out of my head.

			Matthias pushed up his glasses to sharpen his already sharp focus on me. “You do know you ain’t the only Porto Rican in New York City, don’t you?”

			

			I looked away. “I know.”

			Two weeks before I’d sailed into the Atlantic Basin, Tití Luz gave me her San Cristóbal necklace with an address to a rooming house on Second Avenue. She had connections with an unobtrusive society of revolutionary exiles in East Harlem who rolled tobacco to the beat of the latest socialist essay just like the tabaqueros back home—except they made plans and propaganda for Puerto Rican liberation from the seclusion of cigar factories sixteen hundred miles away. Tití Luz was a revolutionary herself; she’d had no reason to doubt I’d fit in with a community so like the one that had helped raise me. “They will greet you like family,” she’d said.

			But after what happened between Ramón and me, I wasn’t much inclined to believe in Tití Luz’s idea of family with New York borinqueños. I disembarked in Red Hook, and though the address said to go west, I stayed put.

			Until today, I supposed. “How do you know so much about my people, anyway? You’re a strongman.”

			“I am a writer,” he clarified. “I know everything about this city. Hell, I know everything about every other place I’ve been, and I’ve been places. If it’s where I make my bed and earn my bread, I make it my business to know where my feet stand. Don’t you?”

			“I stopped feeling my feet back on Flatbush Avenue.”

			With one hand, he unwound his red woolen scarf and tossed it to me. The residual ache of workplace disappointments eased in my chest as I wrapped it around my neck. “Thanks.”

			“You’re welcome,” Matthias said, resuming his brushstrokes. “So, what you gonna do with that bum hand now you ain’t got a job?”

			“You always ask this many questions when you first meet someone?”

			“Just passing the time,” he said innocently. “All right, how ’bout you ask me something?”

			

			You’d think I would have been prepared for this opportunity, brimming as I was with questions like “What sort of guy was Samuel Morgan who’d run a sideshow but speak like a gentle­man?” and “Is it true that Coney Island pleasure-seekers ditch the rules of civilized society on the southbound Brooklyn Rapid Transit train?” and, more intriguingly, “What exactly will this tank hold that required me to make it so indestructible?”

			What I asked instead: “Can you really lift two thousand pounds?”

			Matthias barked another laugh. “Do I look like John Henry to you?”

			“Who’s John Henry?”

			“Jesus, Benny, never mind. The point is, do you believe I can lift two thousand pounds?”

			That one was easy. I’d watched this guy lift a solid metal tongue with his bare hands and drag an apartment-sized iron tank without breaking a sweat, much less his bones. Had I not stopped him, I was willing to bet the San Cristóbal in my pocket there would be a Mighty fist-sized hole in the glass where he would have punched it.

			I nodded.

			“Then brother”—he flicked his cap—“that’s all you need to know.”

			

			Daylight changed shifts with the night, and we spilled out the hatch at a bare stretch of road that dead-ended at a patch of rocky riverbank beside the East River. For the first time, I could see the pancake-flat outline of Rikers Island, a distant stretch of fuzz beside two dark lumps that Matthias informed me were the Brother Islands. He said the larger lump played host to a hospital for contagious diseases and a small lighthouse that guided ships through the dicey waters of Hell Gate.

			

			“Speaking of Hell Gate”—Matthias nudged my shoulder—“looks like a couple o’ devils escaped.”

			I followed the strongman’s gaze to a dusty Hudson motorcar by the shore where two men were hitching a rowboat to the back fender in matching light-brown duffle coats, though neither of them could pass for Navy men. One wore a peg leg from the right knee down and didn’t seem to notice us; the other lumbered over, teetering a bit on the shifting pebbles like his shoes had never stood on unstable ground before.

			“Hey, Emmett, bring your walnut limb over here and get a load o’ this cargo,” the approaching man said, prompting the guy with the peg leg to abandon the rope for a look. “We bringin’ Moby Dick home in this thing, or what!”

			Sonia was at my side in an instant and hooked her arm through mine. “Stick with me, kiddo. I’ll introduce you to the gang,” she murmured, then gently pulled me along.

			Stood together, the two men were taller than me by a few inches, not quite middle-aged, and similarly dressed, their matching blond hair glinting gold under their flat caps. In the dim lamplight, they looked like two of the same person, peg leg notwithstanding.

			“Meet Benny Caldera,” Sonia announced, “the craftsman behind this bee-yoo-tiful tank. Benny, meet Eli and Emmett Rhodes and Madam Navya.”

			That was three names. Where was the third person?

			A light tug on my coat made me look down. At my feet, in women’s winter furs over what looked like brightly colored, loose-fitting trousers, stood a woman of proportions so impossible, I rubbed my eyes in case they were fooling me. This lady they called madam couldn’t have been taller than two feet.

			“Navya Attwal. Pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Benny,” she said in a cadence that tickled my eardrums. I took her hand with three fingers and promptly forgot how not to gawp.

			

			“You . . . You’re a—”

			“A madam.” Her air of authority seemed even more pronounced in a voice like a slightly sped-up gramophone record. “‘Midget’ is a hateful word. I find nothing more accurately expresses my sovereignty—and intolerance for ignoramuses—than does my actual title.”

			“Madam it is,” I said quickly. “Nice to meet you.”

			“I’m Eli,” announced one of the rubios, “and this one-legged lunkhead to my right is Emmett.”

			Eli saw my bandaged meat hook and clapped me on the shoulder in lieu of a handshake while Emmett made the sort of face I was used to seeing from guys who wondered what shade of trouble I was. He leaned toward Mr. Morgan, who was hassling a wad of fish netting by the motorcar. “What’s with the outsider, Sam? I thought we all agreed we was keepin’ this a secret!”

			With a soft grunt, Morgan heaved the heavy net over his shoulder and wheeled around. “I am buying his discretion and expertise,” he whispered impatiently, “and if you all don’t quiet down and give me a hand with this confounded netting, I’ll pay him out of your earnings!”

			Matthias strolled over, plucked the netting off Mr. Morgan’s shoulder, and laid it quietly in the small boat with an eye roll that well conveyed his disdain for being the only capable person here. Eli clapped my shoulder again before turning back to the motorcar, prompting a small glare in my direction from the less friendly Rhodes before he walked off too.

			“Don’t mind Emmett,” Sonia said. “He’s just overprotective of his twin nincompoop.”

			Twins, then. That didn’t seem so odd for a sideshow, but then again, neither did Sonia. And anyway, I was hardly an expert on the topic of seaside entertainment if it didn’t involve perching on a pier to stare at Lady Liberty.

			

			“Pardon me, Mr. Benny.” My eyes dipped to find Madam Navya shivering at my feet. “If you could please assist me into the carriage. God did not make me for standing outside in this relentless cold—on Holi of all days! We should be celebrating around a bonfire instead of freezing to death in this late-night inanity!”

			“Oh! Yes, ma’am—uh, madam.”

			What etiquette had Tití Luz given me for assisting women no taller than my knee? I haltingly reached toward her waist to pick her up before she slapped my fingers away and gasped, “Ghanta! What are you doing?!”

			“I-I don’t know!”

			Behind me, Sonia was cackling into her gloves. “Aw, Navya, go easy on him!”

			“Presumptuous boy,” the madam snapped. “I simply need the stepstool, which is inside the carriage and should be placed on the ground so I may ascend it! Dur fitteh muh!”

			Spluttering apologies, I rushed to the coach, reached through the window for the stool, and froze when my hand grazed against cold metal instead. I peeked in. Lying in the footwell of the carriage was a small pistol.

			I snatched up the stepstool like it might set off the trigger and placed it before Madam Navya’s feet. “Uh, there’s something. On the floor. Maybe just . . . be careful.”

			Madam Navya eyed me like I was dimmer than a candlestick when she slipped into the coach and emerged a moment later with the pistol. In her hands, it looked like a full-sized rifle.

			“Your derringer, Mr. Morgan,” she called out. Morgan felt his pockets, then strode over and plucked the gun from her fingers.

			His gaze caught my alarm as he tucked it into his waistcoat. “Not to worry,” he said, smiling. “For emergencies only.”

			The alarm bells going off between my ears were finally too loud to ignore. He headed to the motorcar. I jogged after him.

			“Sir, would it be all right to ask what we’re catching now?”

			

			“Please, stop with the ‘sirs.’ I’m not a hundred-year-old man.” Morgan threw his cape into the back of the car, dipped into the footwell, and came back out with a stack of buckets. “All right. What do you know about sirens? And I don’t mean fire engines.”

			To say his question had broadsided me was an understatement. In the split second he waited for me to answer, I worried I’d forgotten all my English words. All my Spanish ones too. Because there wasn’t a translation for his question that made any sense—not if he really intended to say “sirenas.”

			“You mean the half bird–half ladies that lure sailors to their deaths with a song,” I half answered, half asked. “‘Fields of bones,’ and all that?”

			His eyebrows rose to his hairline. “You know The Odyssey?”

			Tití Luz was a seasoned lectora who had taught me to read so I could take over reciting texts to entertain the tabaqueros on days when she felt too hoarse, though I suspected it was actually so I’d have a leg up on the other morenos looking for work during the job famine. I wasn’t much a fan of delivering socialist essays, but as far as books went, I’d devour anything that wasn’t la Sagrada Biblia. “I’m familiar.”

			Recovered from the shock of discovering I wasn’t as simple as I looked, Morgan leaned in. “Then, what if I told you the succubus of the sea exists—right here in our own waters—and that the beast is not half bird, but half fish?”

			I stared at his armful of buckets. “You mean . . .”

			“Yes,” he said, his eyes glittering. “After tonight, Morgan’s Menagerie will finally have its very own mermaid!” He pushed the buckets into my arms. “Now, fill ’er up!”

			And he marched off.

			Bueno. I didn’t know anything else about Sam Morgan, but I was the only other person in Lawrence Point who knew exactly how much he’d paid McCoy today. As disappointing as my day had been, I knew his would be a hundred times worse when he rode back to Coney Island in the morning with an empty tank.

			

			

			With the dory now bobbing amidst a broken crust of ice along the riverbank, Eli, Emmett, and I filled the tank, the extra handkerchief back around my bandage in case I needed my right hand for anything beyond this maldito Jack-and-Jill business. I couldn’t be the only skeptic hanging out in the cold with the Avocado Man, but as no one said anything, I just kept quiet and hoped for a ride home later.

			Once the tank was full enough to submerge a man up to his waist, we rejoined the rest of the crew to hear Mr. Morgan whisper through his plan. Everyone had a job—even Madam Navya, whose size apparently made her “singularly well-suited for a lookout”—but Sonia’s cheerful air evaporated in the icy breeze as soon as she heard her part in this locura.

			She was the bait.

			“Nope. Uh-uh,” Sonia said in a trembling whisper. “What if it starts workin’ us over with its voice or somethin’?”

			“Relax, Sonia,” drawled Emmett with a wry smile. “It don’t even know the lyrics to ‘Shine On, Harvest Moon.’”

			Sonia’s frigid glare made the ice-encrusted river look like a tepid bath.

			“Ah, thank you for reminding me.” Morgan reached into his trouser pockets and produced a small mound of dark, fluffy wads. “Earplugs. Courtesy of Lulu for blocking sounds of sinister intent. Everyone, take two.”

			“I know what I’ll be wearing when Emmett starts snoring— Ow!” Eli yelped as Emmett elbowed him in the ribs.

			“Be quiet, you pair of congenital numbskulls,” Morgan hissed.
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