
THE MAN DOORS SAID HELLO TO

I was all alone at the end of the bar when he came in and I heard it distinctly: �Hello-o!�

I froze. Go away. But he wasn�t talking to me. In fact he wasn�t talking to anybody unless he was two midgets. Which was possible, I noted apathetically as he receded down the bar. He was about nine feet tall and dressed by Goodwill Industries.

I went back to trying to decide whether I was suffering more here than if I were someplace else. Here was a ticky grill in a part of town I�d never seen before and didn�t etcetera. It had the advantage that none of my, aaugh, friends was apt to come in. On the other hand several hours here had yielded no help at all. None.

There was the problem of taking a leak before leaving. When I stood up I found my legs had been there too long. They kind of floated me at a tall apparition halfway down the bar, but I managed to veer into the can.

The can door pushed open again behind me and I heard a gutsy chuckle: �Hiya.� Mister Tall came through. Oh, no. I concentrated on my image as the most dangerous slightly paralyzed guy five feet six in the world and finished my business fast. When I left I noticed the door creaked a little. It definitely did not speak English.

I had to stop to blow my nose and he came out. The door said briskly, �Ciao.�

It had to be some ventriloquist gig. As he went by I saw him tap the next door, the one with the female thing on it.

�Hi there,� it murmured. The door said it.

Without meaning to I looked at his eyes. He didn�t seem to be two midgets.

�I heard that.�

He shrugged.

�It�s a friendly city.�

�Yo,� I shuddered.

�Doors.� He shook his head and gestured at the bartender. We seemed to be sitting down again. �Ever think about doors? Zam, bang, hit, hit, all day long. Very little empathy.�

�Hit, hit.� I touched the cool glass to my forehead. A friendly city. A razorblade pizza, the day I�d been through. Pete, my so-called agent. Hallee, my so-called girl. Mr. McFarland. I was bleeding into my socks.

�Take bus doors,� the large weirdo was saying. �Or subway doors, it�s pitiful the beating they take.�

This was better than thinking about Mr. McFarland but not very. �I admit I never thought about it from the doors� viewpoint. One of them clipped me yesterday. In the ankle.�

�Alienated.� He sighed. �Hard to blame them.�

The bartender seemed to have opened a slightly better brand. My door-loving acquaintance was doing something elaborate with a thimble on his keychain. I squinted into the bar mirror FBI-style and saw his hand slide under his limp lapels and come out empty. Our eyes met.

�You�re pouring gibsons into your pocket.�

�Ordinarily I don�t let people see me do that.� He grinned tentatively.

�I saw it. Samples. Some kind of inspector?�

�Oh no.� He laughed bashful-like. �It�s this housing shortage, you know. It�s no joke.�

�Fierce,� I agreed.

�Too right.� He had this proud, shy look. A clown. �They�re a great bunch of kids. You have no concept how hard it is for girls to find a place to live in this city. I mean like a decent place.� He shrugged and the suit sort of billowed around his struts. �It isn�t as though I don�t have plenty of room.�

What a clown. But it was still better than the Pete-Hallee-Mr. McFarland segue.

�You�re telling me you have girls living in your clothes?�

He nodded, glancing around.

�Watch,� he smiled. He selected a teeny kernel of popcorn and held it up beside his Misterogers tie.

A little pink thing about as long as a guppy whipped out and snatched the popcorn back into his coat. I saw it clearly. A perfect girl�s arm. But perfect, not like those things that pop out of boxes. I couldn�t help setting myself up for the pitch.

�Swear the fingers moved.�

�Well, of course.�

�Let�s see the rest of her.�

�Ah, they�re doing their nails and you know. The stuff girls do at night.�

�They? How many have you?�

�There are six on the lease,� he said seriously. �The others aren�t home yet.�

�Oh? Where do they go?�

�Working. What else?� He gave me a sharp look. �Girls in the city, you know it�s rough. I helped them over a couple of months before they connected, but we�re all square now.�

�Connected?�

�Why, sure.� He lowered his voice confidentially. �Model agencies. Heavy demand for small people. You know those ads where some little girl is standing by a big bottle? Compact cars. Campers. Makes things look roomy. You probably saw them in those 747 jet commercials.�

�That figures,� I admitted. The new brand seemed to be helping. My condominium friend carefully cut a morsel of onion into his next thimble of gibsons.

�Going to get stoned in there,� I warned him.

�Ah, they�re sweet kids. They want some to keep for the others.�

I watched the little arm zip out again. Believe it, the nails looked gold now. I started to say something dirty and then changed it.

�How do they make out? I mean, you don�t see many guys five inches high.�

�You don�t?� He sounded surprised. �Oh lord, I don�t pry. Girls in the city, you know. Lot of them have friends back home most likely.�

My glass kind of slipped then and the scene flowed into a series of hold shots in which my wallet wouldn�t come out and he was boosting my arm and saying, �There�s some eats down the way.� I was working up to resent that when I noticed we were going out.

The door muttered to him as we went through.

�Thanks.� He fixed his zipper. �It�s a friendly city.�

A blast of cold dark smog made me concentrate on my stomach. We floated along.

�Wait.� We were at a corner. My high-rise companion was sorting through his change. He picked out a half-dollar, reached up and laid it on a ledge of the brick wall.

�Borrowed it last week,� he explained as we crossed the street.

�Who leaves money on buildings?�

�Well, I don�t know who exactly. Tall people�s bank, you know. Streets with two r�s in them. Comes in handy.� He thought a minute. �Isn�t there one for short people?�

�Not to my knowledge.� Quel kook. The scene was stabilizing, I could make out the next street sign: Harrison.

�Try here,� I told him.

�Oh, I have all I need now.�

�It has two r�s. Show me.�

He went to the brownstone ledge and stretched up. His fingers came back holding a dime.

�Pigeons,� he said apologetically, cleaning his hand. He started to put the dime back and said, �Hey.�

He unfolded a note and showed it to me. One wavery little word in pencil: �Help.�

�I know, the windows write letters to you.�

�Don�t be ridiculous.� He frowned at the side of the old walk-up. �Human people write notes. Real young or real old,� he muttered. �Look up there. Somebody feeds birds.�

Without another word we dashed around the corner to the-front entrance and up the stoop.

�That�s locked,� I warned him. But we seemed to be going inside. As I passed the door it said excitedly, �When�s the inaugural?�

�Some of those old fellows get muddled,� he commented over his shoulder, going upstairs like a helicopter. I couldn�t imagine why I was cantering after him. I caught him on the third landing.

�Fourth from the corner… second door. Here.�

He knocked. Nothing happened.

�Hello?�

He knocked again. Something very faint pattered inside.

�Wh�who?�

�I found your note,� he called. �We came as fast as we could.�

A chain rattled and a chink appeared. He held up the note.

The door opened another inch and I saw a small fist over a lot of collarbones. She was one of those waifs that look as if any clothes are too big for them. Blue temples. Nothing hair. One big naked eye you could stumble into and drown yourself.

She let go her coat and quick put glasses over those naked eyes.

�Oh, that was silly of me,� she said, very dignified from about the level of his belt.

�I�m not so sure, ma�am.� He frowned over her into the room. �Would you mind if we looked around?�

I was breaking up at my stupid two-story friend thinking some woman in this city would invite strange males into her place, when I noticed we were in the middle of her bedroom.

What a freezer. One dim light, one foldbed, one fungus carpet, one big wardrobe, one chair. Sure enough, a box of birdseed by the window. But no TV or radio, no tapes, no book by the chair, nothing. I had the idea she�d been sitting there in her coat under that dun bulb for a month.

My impulsive companion was looking over everything in silence. He sniffed. Then he walked over and slapped the big wardrobe.

Surprisingly, the light went bright. He sniffed again. Then he grabbed the wardrobe by both sides and wrestled it, boom, scrape, away from the wall. It was a monster-house, dark wood with claw feet and a carved bat pie on top, or maybe it was a vulture. I couldn�t tell which because my friend dived behind it and the light went out.

The chick and I stood gaping at each other in the flashes of a sign outside. He was doing something with a hand torch.

The light came on again and he unfolded himself in a shower of dust and held out a piece of wire. I could smell the scorch.

�Rubbed the insulation off against the plug,� he said. �That thing has paper backing, too. About ready to go up.�

He horsed the wardrobe back and stood squinting at it. Then he hauled off and gave it a thundering kick. We jumped. The wardrobe�s bottom drawers sucked in and the piece kind of stood to attention.

�That�ll straighten it out for a day or so, ma�am. First thing in the morning you go find another place to live. Time to eat now.�

She started to weave her head, No thank you, and her glasses slid down her nose. He picked them off and put them in her pocket. �Eat.� He nodded, tucking her hand under his arm and starting out of the room. His other hand swept out and grabbed a bottle of red capsules by the bed and tossed them at me.

�You won�t need these tonight, ma�am,� he told her. �He�ll keep them for you. Right?�

Her little mouth was going But, But silently under the. eyes. We trouped down the stairs. When we pushed through the front door it wheezed �Win with Willkie!� He thumped it amicably.

The next two blocks were complicated. I realized it wasn�t just me. The girl was weaving all over the place. By the time we reached his cat-stop all seventy-five pounds of her were hanging on my muscular one-thirty. The eatery smelled cheerful, sort of Detroit espresso. As we entered, the revolving door carolled �H�lo-lo-lo!�

She heard and looked up at me, puzzled.

�It�s a friendly city,� I told her. For some reason I put one finger on the end of her nose. She didn�t go away.

�I have to eat and run.� He herded us into a booth and ordered. Then he unfolded his legs down the aisle, rubbing his shaggy head. �You don�t often see a really mean piece of furniture. That old boy was poison all the way through. I knew one just like it once, hell of a history. You can�t blame them. But they�re not safe, ma�am. Especially for someone like you.�

�You mean it was trying to start a fire?� I asked. �Why would it burn itself up too?�

His eyebrows went up.

�Surely you�ve heard of the death wish?�

The chick�s head was going like watching a slow sad pingpong match.

�Show her the girl,� I urged. �He has girls living in his clothes. Go on, show her.�

He laughed, bashful again.

�They�re busy. They�re fixing their hair now, you know girls.�

I started telling her about the Tall People�s Bank and we were all laughing like crazy when the lasagna finally arrived. It was really all right.

�Look, I have to go uptown now.� He laid his spoon over his knife and fork in a pattern. �You guys will be okay now, I think.� He smiled at the girl. �He�s going to find you a place to stay. First thing in the morning, remember.�

It bugged me a little because I�d been working on just that.

�What now? Rushing water to a starving mailbox?�

Half his smile faded.

�Ah, I have to go chew somebody out.�

He scrooched out of the booth and towered over us, pushing in his tie.

�What for?�

He muttered something that sounded like, �The submarine is late.�

�Huh?�

�Like about a hundred years,� he said absently. He winked. �See you.� As he made off, I saw a little head peeking out of his side pocket. It seemed to be wearing curlers. I waved. Something waved back.

�Beautiful,� I told the girl. He really was all right.

But you know, I never did catch his name and when I asked around later nothing checked out. You wouldn�t even believe the hassles a guy my size can get into, goosing building ledges. But I�ve spotted one new Kennedy half at Grosvenor and Forty-fourth. We�re keeping our eyes on the spot.

 


  
  
  

