
 
 

Red Hope  

The cross street was second and main, indicated by the forgotten street signs tacked onto 

the nearest brick building. Keeping a wide berth between himself and the resident street bully he 

had stationed his stack of newspapers in front of the apple cart.  

“Get your apples” the merchant shouted from behind. 

 It was that morning, as he tried to ignore the hunger pains in his stomach as the man 

shouted about apples behind him, that he saw the girl for the first time. She stood on the other 

side of the bustling street looking out from beneath the hood of her cherry red rain coat. She 

handed out brown slips of paper to the weary crowd that seemed to all but swallow her up amidst 

their faded uniforms of grey and washed out blues and greens. Tightly wound curls escaped from 

the hood of her coat and her small gloved hand reached up to right them. Because of the 

brilliancy of her coat the monochromatic walls behind her seemed even duller than they had ten 

minutes earlier. Shop windows lining the street were plastered with advertising, but even the 

shop owners could not afford to print in color. No one could afford color. Grey and brown and 

all the washed out colors in between were the colors of the poor man. As he stood there he could 

feel the weight of his faded brown jumper as it pulled him into his surroundings, pulling him into 

oblivion.  

There was nothing about him that stood out, his hair was the color of dried wheat, his 

height was nothing to boast about and he stood on a street corner with a stack of newspapers at 

his feet with a tin can secured around his neck, just like every other poor boy in this town. This 

wasn’t the life he envisioned for himself, but here he was. He had seen children, with their lunch 

pails and textbooks held close, headed in the direction of the only school house within twenty 



 
 

miles in every direction. He envied those boys and girls, he envied the fact that they didn’t have 

to stand in the continuous drizzle of cold rain, he envied them because he knew they were fed at 

least twice a day and most of all he hated that they could read and do arithmetic and he couldn’t.  

Once when he was only nine years old he had caught a glimpse of the inside of a 

classroom. At the time his mother held a steady job at a paint can factory and he didn’t worry 

about getting breakfast every morning. That was before the strike and his mother was forced to 

take up laundry. This was before his father had contracted TB and sat in the living room day 

after day coughing up blood. He had watched his father disappear into his once two hundred 

pound body and instead become a man with no will to live, trapped inside a frail body that 

couldn’t even get up and walk across the room without being sent into convulsions. When he had 

seen the classroom that morning he still had hope that one day, he would sit in one of the many 

hard-backed chairs lining the room, and he would have the pleasure of scratching out magic 

equations on the black board to the amazement of his teacher and classmates. His mother had 

smiled at him and said in her thick Scottish accent “Larn good english?” He had just nodded and 

squeezed her hand.  

That was before. He squinted past the rain falling in his eyes and sought out the girl in the 

red coat that stood past the roar and sputter of the automobiles rushing by in the street. He shifted 

his gaze as a dark blue Packard rolled past his post on the sidewalk and was able to catch a 

glimpse of the girl dutifully handing out her flyers, then he blinked and there was another car 

blocking his view. He cursed under his breath and shook the tin can, the lone coin making a 

hollow sound against the rusty walls of the cage he had dropped it into. He sighed and shouted 

towards the crowd of passerby’s “one cent, get your paper!”  



 
 

“Hey Louie!” a voice called from somewhere down the street. He turned towards First 

Street and immediately spotted his friend Jimmy.  

“What are ya doin this far from the factories?” Jimmy quizzed him as he drew closer.  

Louie shrugged, “it’s quieter down here, less people.”  

“People is where the money’s at!” Jimmy practically shouted at him, easily distracted he 

continued “hey so some of the boys go ahold of some booze and we’re meeting under the bridge 

tonight…you in?”  

Louie had no desire to drink while sitting around a fire complaining about the rotten 

factory owners or the sorry state of the economy and lack of available food. He didn’t want to 

lose face with the others though, so he reluctantly agreed.  

“See you tonight!” Jimmy said with a grin, and then he was gone, headed towards the 

factories, calling out to anyone who looked like they might have a penny to spare. Louie watched 

him go then switched his attention back towards the girl across the street. No red coat, the 

sidewalk only held tired and droll people who wore grey and managed to look as cold and 

miserable as the walls surrounding them. She must have run out of brown papers, he sighed and 

shook the tin can.  

The fumes from the belching tail pipes tickled his nose and he spat on the ground at 

consistent intervals in response to the soot filled air. Pity the fool that came to America to find 

wide open spaces and trim houses where people sat out on porches and sipped lemonade. “One 

cent, get your paper!” he called out. The roar of the factories could be heard even from this 

distance, the call for the end of the day shift would be sounding any minute and soon the streets 



 
 

would flood with an excess of testosterone. The women and babies would disappear into the grey 

buildings and the shop owners would flip over the open signs in windows and pull the deadbolts 

into their positions hoping for one more peaceful night. He didn’t have much longer to sell the 

stack of papers still at his feet. He glanced up and down the street and decided he might have 

better luck elsewhere; he picked up the papers still bound by twine and set his feet towards the 

end of the street where it opened up into rows of whitewashed factory houses. From his newly 

claimed position on the sidewalk he could see the clotheslines strung out between buildings, 

bouncing in the breeze, the clothespins like small birds sitting on a telephone wire. He could see 

yellowed undershirts, women’s undergarments and kids clean diaper clothes religiously hung out 

to dry.  

It was funny how secret the lives of the people in the factory houses were. They didn’t 

speak to one another unless pressed and they kept to themselves in and off the streets. They all 

lived the same life, they all hung out the same clothes to dry, and they all hid behind their doors 

when it was time for their husbands, brothers and sons to come home. It was funny the secrecy 

so closely guarded by each one of them, and yet they still had to hang their clothes on display for 

everyone to see; the absence and presence, the time of day and the frequency of the clothes 

hanging on the line all told something about the occupants behind the closed doors. This crack in 

their secrecy was conveniently ignored and chalked up to the fact that it had to be done; it was a 

part of this life.  

 Throngs of men were starting to appear at the end of the street. They were all clad in 

dingy work clothes that hung heavy on their tired frames, lunch pails swung from their over 

worked arms and cigarettes dangled from the mouths of the few lucky ones. The men with 

cigarettes hanging loosely between their lips were the ones who had no families to go home to, 



 
 

no kids stood at their doors waiting for food to fill their empty bellies; they could afford the 

cigarettes and the newspapers. He stood silently worrying his hands in his pockets, waiting for 

the men who could afford to spend an extra penny on a paper filled with people who didn’t know 

the life of a factory worker, the people who rode through the streets but never walked the streets 

and knew the people.  

He could hear their laughter and hear the muffled sound of boots plodding down the dirty 

streets. Most of the cars from earlier had dissipated and only a lone car made its way through the 

crowd of men, honking its horn to alert the men it wanted to pass. Songs sporadically filled the 

air and he could make out words from the songs he heard on the radio, he hummed the tunes and 

waited. And he thought of the girl in the red coat, he wished he knew her name and what her 

story was, he could imagine she was a shopkeepers girl who loved to learn and loved bright 

things and hoped for a better life away from the factories.  

The first group of men had drawn near and he shook his tin can. “Just a penny, get your 

paper” he called to them.  

 “Give ya a penny boy” a man with a cigarette hanging from his lips drawled.  

He adjusted the cap on his soggy head and gave a short nod of his head towards the man 

with the slow speech and the ruddy face. The man laughed and slapped him on the shoulder then 

drew out a penny from inside his jacket pocket and surrendered it to him.  

“What’s yer name boy?” the man asked.  

“Louie”  



 
 

“Well Louie you’s better watch out fer them bastards behind me” he slapped him on the 

shoulder once more and laughed as he walked away. 

“Who’s callin who bastards?” A man roared from the other side of the crowd. Louie kept 

his head down. Brawls on the street were a common occurrence, and getting in between two men 

whose systems weren’t flooded with whiskey could be costly. Once when he had first struck out 

in the paper business he had placed himself, unknowingly, in between two large men who 

apparently had some sort of issue that could only be resolved by swinging their fists. It was like 

he had been an extension of the man being punched; his skin had sported a coat of many colors 

for days after the unfortunate incident.  

The men in the street had decided to let this one slip and had gone on their way, most of 

them probably headed to the nearest bar or tavern. Only after they had drunk away their sorrows 

would they head home to face the disapproving looks from their wives, sisters and mothers. 

Louie could distinctly remember the look his mother used to give his father after a night of 

drinking. His father had been a jolly man, full of life, but when he drank the world turned dark 

for him and he could only see the troubles and the worries. Louie had been scared of his father 

on nights when he had let the drink take over, because then Louie knew it wasn’t his father 

screaming and hitting his mother, it was the drink. The street stood empty around him, the 

packed earth lay in the place of his stack of newspapers and he was left with a handful of copper 

pennies. 

He took the tin can and made his way towards the bridge where the rest of the newspaper 

boys would gather at the end of a long day in the streets. His feet hurried forward and this time 

he didn’t take time to scan the flyers and posters that plastered the city street lamps. The constant 



 
 

drizzle from earlier in the day had stopped and instead of one blanket cloud covering the city he 

could see distinct masses of all different shapes floating through the sky, passing through the 

light from the moon and creating strange shadows on the street in front of him. The dim light 

from the street lamps followed him down the main street, past the shops and towards the shanty 

town behind the factories. The sound of industrialism filled the air, generators burned, spotlights 

hummed with the constant supply of electricity and pipes groaned under the pressure of hot 

water. He made a left turn onto a side street that wasn’t illuminated by street lamps or spotlights 

and made a beeline for the canal that ran just on the other side of the broken down houses and 

apartments that lined the street.  

His feet hit the sandy bottom while the pennies in the can simultaneously jumped and 

clinked against each other. The moon cast light onto the walls of the canal illuminating deep 

crack patterns running along the length of the concrete, and tight bunches of weeds creeping out 

from the soil beneath and sending fissures splintering off the central lines. Objects of neglect 

stood half buried in the sand he walked on, and down in the canal all was quiet. He couldn’t hear 

the constant hum from the factory or the sound of men and women and there were no 

automobiles honking and sputtering. He wondered what it would be like to live in a quiet world, 

one without the noise of electricity and progress. He ran his hand along the cracked surface of 

the concrete and allowed the imperfections to make his fingertips tingle. He could see the glow 

of the fire ahead and the vague outline of the other boys surrounding the barrel of embers.  

“Louie, that you?” A voice called out from beneath the bridge.  

“Yeah Sammy, it’s me” he sauntered up to the fire and searched the faces gathered 

around the blaze. There was Tom, his face shining with perspiration, his wide eyes staring at 



 
 

nothing, with his threadbare scarf wrapped loosely around his thick neck. Tom didn’t usually say 

much and as a result none of them knew much about Tom’s life, if he had a family or even if he 

had a place to live. Collin stood next to Tom, his dark brown hair limp around his ears and 

forehead. The only thing Louie knew about Collin was that in the recent past he had boasted of a 

girl and now he punched you if you mentioned the girl. And Jimmy stood proud and tall with his 

arm wrapped around Sammy. Sammy is technically a girl and technically Jimmy’s girl but 

people out on the streets don’t know that. She dressed like one of them and cut her hair short so 

she could hide it under a cap and as a result sold as many newspapers as the rest of them.  

Louie stretched his hands towards the fire watching the flames lick at the top of the barrel 

and then fall back into the embers and grow again. He watched the blue light dancing with the 

orange flames and as it twisted and changed shapes the image of the girl in the red coat flashed 

into his mind. She would be there tomorrow and the next day and for countless days to come and 

he would always be on the other side of the street letting the steady stream of traffic keep their 

lives separate. Louie watched as Collin flipped a penny in the air and slapped it down on his arm. 

“Heads or tails Tom?” Collin directed his game towards Tom who looked cold and miserable.  

“Leave me alone Collin”  

“Com on, heads or tails?”  

“I said leave me alone” Tom stiffened his posture daring Collin to ask again.  

“Heads” Louie spat out, not wanting to break up a fight tonight.  

Collin grinned and revealed the penny beneath his gloved hand “Wrong” he laughed and 

grabbed the penny and stuck it in his breast pocket. “Guess I get to keep the penny tonight.”  



 
 

Louie watched as the alcohol flowed from the nondescript glass bottle to the mouths of 

the boys around the barrel. When it came to his hands he passed it along to Sammy without 

taking a sip. He was tempted to take a little sip, just to warm up, shake off the cold from the day 

and join in with the others, maybe then if he drank he could laugh and think about other things, 

better things. Despite the attraction to swallow the bitter liquid all he could think about when he 

held the bottle was his father and that alone was enough to keep it from his lips.  

“Theres a strike hapennin at one of the factories in town” Jimmy informed them as he 

passed the bottle to Tom.  

“Already knew about that, did ya know they are starting to talk about building a bridge 

across the river?” Collin asked.  

“Nah, but so what?”  

 “Don’t ya see, we could get work if they started to build and it’d be better than selling 

papers every day.”  

 “I don’t know, either way you’re stuck standing in the rain” Sammy chimed in.  

Louie agreed with Sammy but didn’t engage in the conversation, but instead turned to 

leave, waving goodbye to Sammy and Jimmy. He stifled a yawn and retraced his steps leading 

him out from beneath the cover of the bridge and into the night air. He was about to take off 

when Jimmy called out to him, 

“Hey Louie, you hear about the strike that’s happening down there in Brooklyn?” 

“Nah, there was nothin’ in the paper” Louie backtracked and positioned himself next to 

the fire again.  



 
 

“They say the newsies are blocking off the bridge…and they won’t sell any papers from 

The Journal or The World” Jimmy grinned like he had been in on the action himself.  

“I wish I coulda been there to see it” Tom mumbled.  

“It’s still happenin and it aint goin stop until the prices get chopped.” Jimmy stated.  

“What’s it have to do with us?” Louie asked.  

“Well I sure as hell don’t wan’ pay 60 cents for a pape when I could be payin 50!” 

“I guess so” was all he said although he agreed with Jimmy. He might actually be able to 

save a penny if he didn’t have to pay so much to buy a stack every morning. “Maybe they’ll be 

somethin in the paper tomorrow.” The conversation came to a halt and Louie turned to go once 

more, determined to make it home and get a few hours’ sleep before the factory bells rang 

announcing that behind the fog and the clouded sky there really was a sun waking up the rest of 

the world.  

______ 

Sixty copper pennies had been surrendered for the stack of papers sitting neatly at his 

feet, thirty five had already been spent by his mother to buy bread, and the other five sat in his 

pocket unspent. The stale lump of bread he had been presented with early this morning settled 

uneasily in his stomach, and his insides burned for something else to fill the void; anything 

besides stale bread. He chewed on his lip wishing for something to take away the sour feeling of 

hunger; the emptiness coated his mouth and filled his bones so he was only a shadow of what he 

should have been. He ignored the nickel in his pocket; it belonged to the jar that sat hidden 

behind his bed at home. Someday he would eat the food he saw everyday displayed in the store 



 
 

windows; packages of salami, baskets of bright red apples, cans of sweet corn, soft loaves of 

bread and mounds of candy, of all kinds. His mouth watered and he snapped his attention back to 

the present “one cent, get your paper”.  

Headlines burned across the head of the papers at his feet. ‘Brooklyn Bridge Blocked 

from Traffic’, ‘First Motorcycle Race Streaks across Manhattan Beach’. A black and white 

picture accompanied the Brooklyn Bridge headline capturing the earnest faces of the young boys 

who were fighting a war. They fought a war against the newspaper corporations and they 

believed they could win. Their faces were made of steel; they bonded together so the rags didn’t 

seem like rags but rather a uniform that they collectively donned and marched forward in. Louie 

couldn’t tear his gaze away from the faces of the boys who had actually made a step towards 

something bigger. Bigger than this street corner, with the rain and the smog pouring down 

around him, bigger than the crowds of people in gray marching through the streets day after day. 

Bigger even than the factories that whistled and groaned under the pressure from within. 

America was something bigger, and it was captured in that one black and white photo. A picture 

of America burning with passion, yearning for more than daily existence.   He wanted something 

bigger than what he saw and lived, he longed for it with everything that was in him.  

All day the faces of the boys burned his consciousness and he didn’t feel the rain pouring 

around him, he didn’t notice when the streets emptied or when the men poured into the streets 

late in the evening. The sun had risen and sunk through the sky in progression with his thoughts 

which bounced between the girl in the red coat and the faces of the boys in the picture. At some 

point during the day the girl in the red coat disappeared from her post and the people engulfed 

the streets and no one missed her, except for him. He missed her steady presence and unwavering 



 
 

form, that red coat expelled the grey from the streets and reminded him that there were nice 

things in this world.  

The sun hid behind distant mountains and he was left standing in the dark with the light 

pouring out from street lamps creating small pools of light at the base of the poles. A stack of 

newspapers stared up at him and the bottom of his tin can only held a handful of dirty pennies. 

He sighed and kicked the stack of papers, scattering them about the grimy street. The water that 

had collected throughout the day soaked through the thin paper and left a mess of blurred print 

and distorted images. He looked up in disgust and peered around the deserted streets. Piles of 

neglected flesh collected around the doorways of the bars and restaurants. They only came out 

under the cover of darkness and the city didn’t bother to clean them up, they didn’t bother to do 

anything with them. Louie walked down the street avoiding any contact with these people who 

had forgotten what it meant to live, what it meant to feel alive. Louie hung his head and kept his 

feet moving in the direction of home. His worst fear, a fear that haunted his thoughts and dreams, 

was that he would one day become one of the forgotten men who collected like dirty laundry on 

the street, forgotten by everyone. He heard them mumbling and breathing, they smoked the stubs 

of cigarettes discarded by the working men and they ate what the rats ate.  

______ 

He stood resolutely at his station on the sidewalk, ignoring the hunger pains, ignoring the 

headlines at his feet, ignoring the heaviness of the empty tin can around his neck. There was 

nothing besides the story of the boys in Brooklyn. They had believed in something, he believed 

in something. He believed he could step above what he was told his life was going to look like.  



 
 

Louie looked up and caught the girl in the red coat looking at him, that same passion and 

yearning in her eyes. This street held them captive, the daily grind kept them in the same spot as 

it always had; never moving forward. He held her gaze and took the tin can off from around his 

neck and set it at his poorly shod feet. He took a deep breath and took a step off the sidewalk. 

Cars honked at him, people cursed at him from behind closed windows. He only saw the girl in 

the red coat.  

 

 


