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For Scout




At 2:19 A.M. on the morning of July 11, 2024, a child was born on the streets of New York City. A baby boy. If the birth certificate is honest, the place of birth should be marked as a small stretch of sidewalk on Twenty-Third Street, just west of Tenth Avenue. There was no welcome party to greet the arrival of this newest New Yorker, no ticker tape parade. In fact, less than a minute after being born the child was abandoned by his mother, set down directly onto the pavement beneath an old, elevated railway track: no blanket, covered in mucus, umbilical cord still attached. From this spot on the sidewalk there was very little the child could know about this city, except that it was the opposite of where he came. His skin, which had never known the touch of air, now rested against concrete. His eyes, which had known nothing but darkness, now stared into a white fluorescent light hanging from the bottom of the railway track. And his ears, which until moments ago had known nothing but the most muffled noises, were now, every few minutes, assaulted by the scream of a siren. It’s a horrible sound by design, the siren. Engineered to sink into your nerves. But reverberating off the steel beams of an elevated railway track, it is haunting.

The child’s mother would later be arrested while checking herself into a nearby hospital. Thirty-seven years old, her last known address a homeless shelter. What long, dark road could have possibly led her to make that decision in that moment? What battles, what monsters, had she faced? Only she can know. But for sure, there were battles. And then, the baby boy. For forty full minutes he lay there: in that hard, loud, bright place. Every need unmet. Too weak to cry. His blood slowly draining from the umbilical cord and pooling next to him on the sidewalk. What fear must he have felt during those forty minutes? What loneliness? Could there be a deeper loneliness? To not know, even, if there is anyone else in the world. And for this child—no claim to crime, no claim to sin—to experience all of this. It is an event so devoid of poetry, so devoid of justice that it calls into question the benevolence of nature, the existence of God. The next day a reporter would ask the super of a nearby apartment building for comment: “How could something like this happen?” The super replied with those same four words that every citizen of this city holds in reserve, to explain the unexplainable: “This is New York.”



It was summer when I first saw the city, fifteen years ago. I arrived on the late-afternoon Megabus from Philadelphia. I must admit, I was selfish. Twenty-six years old, full of ambition, backward hat plastered permanently to my head. I was looking for what part New York could play in my story. I was traveling around the country on a mission to become a street photographer. The path forward was a hazy one: Instagram did not yet exist. I was looking for a lane, experimenting with every type of subject matter: graffiti, urban decay, and most recently—people. I’d begun stopping strangers on the street and asking permission to take their portrait. As the bus pulled out of the Lincoln Tunnel, my face was plastered against the window. But I wasn’t looking up at the skyscrapers. I was looking down, at the sidewalks. New York to me was what I needed. And what I needed, was people. This is going to work, I thought. But there was no time for photos that first night. It was getting dark, and I had to get to Brooklyn where I’d arranged to sleep on a friend’s couch. “Just take the subway,” he’d told me. So I descended into the Thirty-Fourth Street Station.

The rush hour subway station is a fitting lobby for New York. There is an edge of desperation in the air. The benches along the wall collect the unhoused, the mentally ill, the people with nowhere else to go. Things aren’t any better down on the tracks, where rats with chewed-off tails wage war over a crust of dollar pizza. And then, there is the subway itself. The pace is relentless: a train passing every three or four minutes. There is a momentum, an urgency: the loud, violent urgency of the city. The train will not wait for anyone. At each stop a friendly automated voice reminds you of this: “Please, stand clear of the closing doors.” If the request is not obeyed, the conductor will sometimes get on the intercom to repeat the command, with a subtle threat of force: “Stand clear of the closing doors!” But more often, they will go straight to force. The doors will close on you. Even if you are infirm, even if you are shepherding small children, the doors will close on you. They will leave streaks of grease on your face. A temporary tattoo, a small souvenir. A reminder of the fundamental inhumanity of this city. It stops for no one. Everything bends, everything bows to the needs of the city.

But if you do manage to get on the train, you will be struck by that equal and opposite side of New York: the humanity. New York is the most diverse city in the world. Other cities have tried to claim this crown with cherry-picked statistics, with every gauge of measurement except for the eyes and ears. Fine cities, all of them. But whatever diversity they might claim, they have not the density to exhibit it fully. Nowhere are there more types of people packed into a smaller place than New York City. And whatever thin walls separate New Yorkers aboveground, dissolve underneath. In the subway every type of person is pressed together, in every arrangement, like jigsaw pieces: back-to-back, chest-to-chest, and sometimes, yes, sometimes, not by choice, but by the demand, the decree, of this city, ass-to-face. In The Little Mermaid there is a scene where the sea witch Ursula offers Ariel a trade: “If you give up your voice, you can be where the people are.” It’s a trade every New Yorker will recognize. Only instead of your voice, you must trade personal space, peace of mind, all your money, and sunlight. But in return, you get to be where the people are. Just as one might dive among coral reefs to marvel at nature, one can come to New York City to marvel at humanity.

And marvel we will. But before we marvel, let us stare the beast in the eye: all of these people is not, entirely, a good thing. In New York the critics of humanity will find all the evidence they need to secure a conviction: every foul odor, every unspeakable secretion of the human body. Every excess, every pettiness, every crime. But if you can wade through all this and maintain any sort of curiosity toward our species—a spectacle awaits. I spent that first night studying the subway map, running my finger along the lines. I looked at all the stations, all the dots, and tried to guess what they held by their names: Jamaica, Crown Heights, Astoria, Coney Island. What wonders, what treasures, what people did these dots hold? And all of them connected, all held together, by these subway lines. Could it be? That all of it is here? The world in miniature? And all of it could be yours for only $89 a month—the price of an unlimited MetroCard. The density of the city creates a tantalizing prospect for an artist—especially a broke artist, without a car, who recently decided to make his name and living by photographing random people on the street—that you could somehow cover it all. With your paintbrush, your pencil, your camera: you could draw a circle around it. Put the city in a single frame, sign your name, and say: “This is New York.”

I have tried—and I mean really tried—on three different occasions. The first attempt began that very first morning. The idea was this: I’d create a photographic census of the city. I’d collect portraits of ten thousand New Yorkers and plot the photos on a map. I even had a catchy title: Humans of New York. Armed with this plan, I went home to Chicago, packed my life into two suitcases, and came back to the city. Unfortunately there were certain things the subway map did not quite capture. It didn’t quite capture those long, empty blocks in Queens. It did not capture that 51 percent of New Yorkers do not speak English at home. No Inglés. It also did not capture a certain reluctance, even among the English-speaking population of the city, to let a stranger take their photograph. After six months I was on the ropes. I was sleeping on a mattress on the floor. There were holes in my shoes. My camera had been dropped so many times that the zoom lens no longer zoomed. I was adrift in the middle of the ocean, rowing my little boat, taking on water, when the tsunami of social media lifted me up and set me down in lands unimaginable.

The second attempt came five years later. By that time my wildest dreams had come true: I was a working photographer, a best-selling author. My process had also evolved. I was no longer just taking photographs; I was interviewing people about their lives. I even had a new tagline: “New York City, one story at a time.” More than a tagline, it was a mantra. No need for grand schemes, no need for a photographic census; just one story at a time. But the demon got hold of me again. I thought that if I could film these interviews, I could really capture the city. I hired a talented young cinematographer named Michael Crommett. I must mention him by name because of what we went through: hundreds of days of filming, thousands of miles walked, connective tissues eroded, injuries accrued that will no doubt make themselves known in middle age. After three years we’d collected twelve hundred interviews from all over the city. But at the end of the road, an unsolvable puzzle: How possibly to create a single piece of work from all this? I tried arranging a few of my favorite interviews into a thirty-minute pilot episode. But this attempt ended in the most ignoble, unartistic way: with me complaining to my lawyer that a certain streaming platform wasn’t offering enough money. “Don’t they understand?” I asked. “We covered the entire city!” An honest man, my lawyer: “That may be,” he said. “But you can’t see it on the screen.”

For the next several years I drifted away from the city: to other projects, in other locales. But then came the pandemic. Ursula herself. For months the streets of New York were nearly emptied of people. And how obvious it became: that New York was, in fact, the people. All the rest of it—the trillion dollars’ worth of infrastructure, those marvels of modern engineering: the towers, the bridges, the tunnels, the 665 miles of subway track, the beautifully manicured parks, the Michelin-starred restaurants, the world-famous museums, the seven-story department stores, the concert halls, the trading floors, the cathedrals, the libraries, the red carpets, the art galleries—without the people, they were nothing. The entire city, an abandoned theater. Gone dark, gone silent, except for every few minutes, the scream of a siren.

“New York is gone,” they said. Gone forever. And if it does wake from this slumber, it will wake to a world that no longer needs it. Globalization, remote work, social media—there is no longer a need. No longer a need for this place! But the city did come back, one person at a time, one story at a time. Slowly, hesitantly, wearing masks at first; but it came back. “It’s not the same,” they said. And perhaps it was those words—those damned words, that have greeted every generation of new arrivals to this city—that spurred me to try one more time: to capture the city, to see if it was still the same. But also, I must admit: I was selfish. I wanted to see if I was still the same. I’d reached the other side of forty, three kids. After two years of isolation my social skills had atrophied. Eye contact had become strangely uncomfortable. Small talk, an impossible riddle. But I did possess a few new advantages. By that time I really had photographed ten thousand people. Those dots on the subway map were no longer mysteries to me. I knew where the people would be: what places, what times. I knew that even in the deepest canyons of this city, in its darkest shadows: beneath scaffolds, beneath bridges, beneath the steel beams of elevated railroad tracks—there can be found pools of light, reflected off the tallest skyscrapers, that make for the most beautiful portraits.

So I set out on one final attempt. And it is this attempt that you are now holding in your hands. Let’s get this out of the way: I have fallen short once again. Even with my bag of tricks, even with these subdued expectations—it was only last week, on a humid, ninety-five-degree July day, that I ended up broken down on a sidewalk in Flushing, Queens. It was there, sitting across from a Catholic church advertising Sunday services in Cantonese, Mandarin, and Korean, watching a Spanish speaker haggle with a Tibetan over the price of a live crab that just fell onto the sidewalk—that it all became too much. I was overwhelmed by it: the realization that there was more of New York on this stretch of sidewalk than could be crammed into a book of any size. This city cannot be captured. Not with a pen, not with a paintbrush, not with poetry, and not with a camera. It is a mirage, a fruit that withers on the vine as soon as you reach for it. There is no frame large enough. You can never say: “This is New York.” There will always be one more thing, one more person, one more story that absolutely must be included. “This too, is New York.” After fifteen years of work, thousands of miles walked, thousands of portraits taken, thousands of interviews conducted, I was not much closer to capturing this city than I had been on the day I first arrived. I couldn’t summon the energy to work, not that day. I had to go home and lie down. And since I happened to be in Flushing, there was only one way to get home.



It’s a beautiful train, the seven. Even in a city of beautiful trains. It’s an elevated train, meaning it is filled with light, and it provides each rider, no matter their station in life, the sought-after privilege of looking down on the city from above. As it pulls out of Flushing station, from the left side of the train can be seen a giant steel globe built to commemorate the 1964 World’s Fair. Quite an event, no doubt. What must that have been like? To see the entire world in New York? Next the train turns down Roosevelt Avenue, which it will follow for the next several miles. As it crosses into Corona, Queens, the city grows dense; not much can be seen from the windows except for the signage on the storefronts. Posters of the Virgin Mary, posters of soccer stars, posters advertising massive mariachi bands—fifty men deep, their faces glowing with the celebrity of unknown lands. The cuisine alone tells a story: Comida Mexicana, Comida Guatemalteca, Comida Colombiana. Tortas, Cemitas, Picaditas, Tostadas, Chalupas, Gorditas, Arepas. At every stop, the train takes on the exact sort of people who might favor this cuisine.

Around Ninety-Second Street the train crosses into Jackson Heights. One hundred sixty languages spoken in one neighborhood alone. And here the menu really gets wild. In a single two-block stretch, signs for Gorkhali Nepalese, Hornado Ecuatoriano, Al Tawakkul Halal Meat, Thai Son Vietnamese, Riko Peruvian, Onigiri Riceballs, and Dunkin’ Donuts. At the Chef CBTM Bistro, Chef CBTM—whoever that may be— advertises a cuisine described as “Indo-Chinese Malaysian Thai Fusion.” After Jackson Heights comes the Filipino grills of Woodside, the Korean barbeques of Sunnyside. And again, joining at every stop, the people you’d expect to frequent these establishments. After Bliss Street station the track turns down Queens Boulevard, and here the city opens up again. The entire Manhattan skyline can be seen from the left side of the train, but not for long. As it crosses into Long Island City, the train dips underground for its voyage beneath the East River, and the view disappears. But it is here, if you turn around in your seat, you will be treated to another view: every type of person, a tongue for every taste. All of New York seems to be represented on this train—almost, but not quite. Because the next stop is Grand Central. And it is here, at this storied crossroads, that the seven will take on passengers from the six: the Lexington Avenue line.

It is a meeting of two mighty rivers. Every day the Lexington Avenue line carries seven hundred thousand human souls: on a single line, more commuters than the cities of Chicago and Boston combined. On its journey from the Bronx to Brooklyn it cuts straight through the heart of Manhattan, intersecting every other line along the way, pulling passengers from every corner of the city, every dot. Jamaica: where every year the football field of Jamaica High School becomes a patchwork quilt of silken colors, as Muslims from thirty-six different countries greet the end of Ramadan by kneeling to the rising sun. Coney Island: where furry men in tiny Speedos dispense the sort of hard-earned wisdom that can only come from a childhood spent in the Soviet Union. Astoria: where you can view the Greek Independence Day celebrations from your curbside table at an Egyptian hookah lounge. Crown Heights: where if you stand on a particular corner, on a certain day in December, you can watch hundreds of Hasidic rabbis dressed in black posing for a group portrait. If you stand on that exact same corner, eight months later, facing the opposite direction, you can watch the steel drums, brightly colored feathers, and unapologetic sexuality of the Caribbean Islands marching by in the West Indian Day Parade.

And it is here, beneath Grand Central, where the seven takes on passengers from the six, in this swirl, in this mix, that if you look up from your phone, you might be struck by it: that this train could quite possibly contain the entire city. New York in miniature. An ambassador from every dot on the subway map. And if that is true—then could it be? Could this be the spot? The one spot in the universe, that if you were to draw infinite lines, in infinite directions, extending for eternity, you would never intersect a point with more of humanity, in a smaller place, than this train, at this moment? Of course, I am but one man, with one view, from one seat. I have no way of knowing exactly who was on this train. But I can imagine. I can fill this train with the people I have met over the past fifteen years on the streets of New York City. And if you will allow me this—to switch for a moment, to a parallel track, outside of time and space—then please, stand clear of the closing doors.



The R188 subway train can hold fifteen hundred people when filled to capacity. And this train, for sure, is filled to capacity. With this many New Yorkers crammed into a train, the first thing you notice are the differences. There is every kind of race and ethnicity. Many people on this train are a mix of different races, often several. Even within races there are endless divisions. On car number three there is a woman with multicolored threaded braids who is half Alur, half Lugbara, two tribes that settled along the West Nile in Uganda. Across from her sits a seven-year-old boy wearing a bright yellow Minion hat who, according to his father, might be the first native-born New Yorker of the Hmong ethnicity: an indigenous group from East Asia classified as a subgroup of the Miao people. These differences in ethnicity, however minute, have been the source of discrimination, caste systems, wars, genocides. The crimes of our ancestors make for dark reading, horror-story stuff. And it is by race alone that we have divided ourselves for much of human history. So I guess it can be seen as an improvement, an evolution of sorts, that in our present day we’ve reached enough of a racial accord to discover so many new ways of dividing ourselves.

On this train there are people of every political persuasion: Democrats, Republicans, Libertarians, Socialists. There is a woman on car six with fire engine–red lipstick who describes herself as a contemporary anarchist surrealist situationist. There are members of every economic class: working class, middle class, upper class, the 1 percent. Genders, sexualities, even age groups: the Greatest Generation, Gen X, Gen Y, Gen Z. Yes, even the time of your birth will automatically opt you into a tribe. Surely there must be some fire that all of us can sit around. Something we can all agree on: eternal truths, answers to the deeper questions. “Where did we come from?” “Where are we going?” But no, on this train God is called every type of name, wears every type of mask. And each religion splits itself into endless branches. Even the mildest, most indivisible of creeds—“God is Love”—splinters and hardens into the most intractable positions. No ground is ever ceded. Tempers flare, voices are raised: God is Love, or else. Or else! But surely we can lower the temperature if only we could have a conversation. But how, exactly? On this train alone eighty-four languages are spoken. Nearly every sound capable of being made by the human tongue. Within each language, different dialects. Sometimes they can be translated, but not always. There are words, like the Mandarin word 德—a worldview that involves actions (彳) guided by the heart (心) and seen clearly with wisdom (目)—that cannot be expressed in a single English word.

Complicating things further, the people on this train do not divide themselves into neat categories. All of these ethnicities, cultures, and beliefs overlap and combine into the most unique combinations. Each person is an island unto themselves. Fifteen hundred islands on this train. And among these, what curious islands. There is a white man with blue hair that calls himself Black Jesus. There is a black man named Tomato wearing a sombrero. There is a woman in full burqa, with nothing visible except for her dark brown eyes and her $1,600 Louis Vuitton handbag. There is a Colombian man who makes his living, one dollar at a time, by salsa dancing with a life-sized skeleton named after his ex-wife. There is a fentanyl dealer taking his five-year-old son to the playground. There is a young blond painter, in a blue silk nightie, who wants nothing more than to bring peace to the world, while living in a lakeside Italian villa and driving a green Porsche. And then there is Disco Danny, who has an unquenchable love of dancing, a modest following on YouTube, and a metal plate in his head from the time he fell three stories in a stolen car he drove off the side of the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway.

Curious islands, pressed together in every arrangement, sometimes only three inches apart. But what oceans between them! On car number three there is a man who grew up in a coal-mining town in northern China, but his family was so poor, they could not afford coal. He is three inches away from a widowed financial manager whose greatest difficulty is finding someone who loves her for her, and not her $18 million beachfront property. On car number seven there is a young man with red hair who attended a $60,000-a-year private school where he called all his teachers by their first names. He is three inches away from a large black man who used to be named Walter, back when he served as the chair of African Americans for Mayor Bloomberg. Now he wears a shirt that says “Fuck the Mayor,” keeps a stockpile of ammunition, and calls himself Hawk. On car number six there is an ultra-Orthodox Jewish man who walks a very narrow path through life: “There is Torah,” he says. “Only Torah.” Not only is it hard to believe he is three inches away, it is hard to believe that he is in the same city, the same world, even, as Rex: a 250-pound body builder and former male stripper who once, over a five-year period, utilized an ancient Daoist lovemaking technique to bring hundreds of women to orgasm without ejaculating a single time.

Differences, nothing but differences. In a way it is disheartening, all of this diversity. There seems to be no common thread. Nothing to unite around. No glue to hold it all together. Just an endlessly branching tree of humanity: this too, this too, this too. Each difference a source of disagreement. Endless kindling to keep the fires of this world burning. Across the globe there are wars being fought over smaller differences than can be found on this train. But at least there they have borders to separate them, walls! On this train, there is nothing. Three inches. With so much combustible material in so small a place, there seems to be no way this city can work. Could all these people peacefully coexist, even for the time it takes to get to the next station? Jessica, a spoken word poet with a completely shaved head, isn’t taking any chances. She is carrying a meat cleaver in her purse, which she originally intended to be an art piece, back when she was living as a male attorney. But these days she carries it for the sake of cleaving people. No, there is no way this can work. There are way too many people in here. Not enough light. Not enough space. Not enough oxygen. But it’s too late to get off now: Stand clear of the closing doors!



As the train pulls out of Grand Central, there is silence. It is a silence shared on every rush hour train in this city. Not exactly what you’d expect with so many people packed in so small a place. But silence is indeed what you’ll find. It is the silence of a strange truce. The Truce of New York. A mutual agreement: “No matter our differences, no matter our disagreements, I will not become part of your story, I will not become part of your day.” Let us not be naive, it is partly enforced; the NYPD is a standing army in itself. There is also an element of self-interest to the truce. In New York the basic maintenance of your life will depend on the cooperation, if not the goodwill, of people who are nothing like you. Your grocer is Korean. Your barber is Turkish. The driver of this train is Mohammed, an immigrant from Yemen. Even if you are not quite convinced of the brotherhood of man, it would be in your self-interest to conceal this fact. But there is something more here. If self-interest, or fear of punishment, were the reason for this truce—this train would not be so silent, so peaceful.

There is a tolerance in this city—a greater tolerance than perhaps anywhere else in the world. This is not to say that the average New Yorker is more magnanimous, or more noble than other people. No, not at all. But even the most intolerant of New Yorkers gets a little bump, an extra allotment of tolerance coming from a forced proximity to so many different types of people. After living a few years in this city, you will have had so many stereotypes overturned. The moment you think someone is this, they will surprise you: this, too. You will have encountered so many assholes and so many saints of every color, class, and creed. Not only this, but depending on the weather, the lunar cycle, the train schedule, your blood sugar levels, and the hours of sleep you got last night, you will have been that saint, and you will have been that asshole, in the lives of so many other people, that when you meet someone new, no matter how different they are from you, you might have at the least a sneaking suspicion that, had you been born in their shoes, and walked their path, you might be a lot like them. That if you had been born on the small island of Leguaan, in the middle of the Essequibo River, near the northern coast of Guyana, to a mother who told you on the day you left for America to hold on to God with all your body, all your soul—then you, too, might be shouting the Gospel. As the woman is currently doing in car number two, three inches away from a man in a Spider-Man suit.

Yes, beneath this truce there seems at least to be a grudging acceptance, that no matter where we came from, or where we are going, we are now on this train together. And there are certain stops we must all make. On car number two there is a Bengali girl in a black hijab, who is figuring out how to be thirteen years old. “It’s a lot,” she says. As it was, a lot. For everyone on this train. There is also a sense, as we move along the tracks, that the journey seems to feel roughly the same for everyone. Not everything is felt in equal doses, or at the same time. But there are certain emotions that cross every racial, economic, and ideological line. Tucked in the far corner of car number six are two Chinese American teenagers who, after swapping notes in calculus class for several months, and playing League of Legends for several nights, are now sharing their first kiss, on this train. The dreamy looks on their faces are remarkably similar to that of the fifty-year-old woman on car number three who, after sixteen years of marriage, and a brutal divorce, just went on her first date with an old acquaintance from college. She wore a sundress. He brought her flowers. And she remembered, for the first time in sixteen years, what it feels like to be courted. What a feeling.

There is joy on this train. You can catch glimpses of it, if you look closely. But the joy in this city is mostly aboveground: among family, among friends. The joy of sharing the same meal, watching the same show, listening to the same song. The joy of milestones reached, and job interviews that were fucking nailed. The joy of first discoveries; always a first discovery in this city. And then there is joy for no reason at all. Otherwise known, as fun. Fun is the most underrepresented, unmemorialized of emotions. You can spend all day at the Metropolitan Museum of Art without seeing many works depicting fun. No German philosopher has attempted to explain the peculiar comedy of the man in car number six with the smug face, silk-threaded suit, and $300 noise-canceling headphones who has no idea that eight people just heard him fart. But fun is a huge part of this city. It can be found on parade floats, in night clubs, at block parties and intramural softball games. Hanging off the back of sanitation trucks. Shit-talking, a lot of shit-talking. Inside jokes, recycled over decades, funny to only two people in the world, but to those two people—absolutely hilarious. New York City is fun, it must be said. One of the most fun places on Earth. Because you might not know it, in the silence of this train.

In this silence, everyone alone among strangers, not having to be anything, for anyone, you can feel it: there is a heaviness in the air. Everyone is carrying some sort of weight. For most, the weight of loneliness. It is not universal. No, nothing on this train is universal. But nearly everyone on this train has known the pain of the phone that doesn’t ring, doesn’t light up, doesn’t buzz. And then there are the deeply lonely. Nowhere in the country are more people sitting alone in rooms than in New York. On car number two there is a man who, every month, has a three-minute conversation with the checkout woman at his local grocer. And that is the person he speaks to most. The weight of grief. The more we love, the more it hurts. The weight of world events, those storms swirling above our heads that, even if you walk your own tightrope, measure each step, can still sweep everything away. The weight of addiction, how we trade our peace for every pleasure: sex, sugar, alcohol, gambling, amphetamines, opioids, and everyone, everyone staring at their phones. The weight of shame. The streets of New York are piled with garbage bags filled with hidden habits: who we were yesterday, who we were last night. “The pain comes from doing the wrong thing,” says the man with the bloodshot eyes. “And I’m doing the wrong thing to ease the pain.” The weight of trauma. Trauma that sinks into your nerves. Deep wounds from battles fought, monsters fought. And then there are traumas we cannot know, cannot remember. Great, unmet needs from before memory. The weight of bad luck. The weight of being born in the wrong place at the wrong time, to the wrong person.

For some on this train, it is a battle just to live. You can see it, in the black and brown faces especially: the tired eyes, the red eyes, the haunted eyes; minds wrestling with impossible math, impossible puzzles. There isn’t enough money: With the sick kids, the doctors’ appointments, the parking tickets, the price of food, the landlord knocking, knocking, knocking—it’s never enough. But more importantly, more heartbreakingly, there is not enough time. You can see that too: people sleeping in their seats, sleeping on their feet, sleeping on their neighbor. It can take so much time to survive, there is not enough time left for life. No time for friends. No time for spouses. No time for children. On car number four there is a woman with an empty stroller. Just off from her full-time job, she’s on the way to pick up her special needs child from school. It might rain today. And she’s hoping they’ll get caught in the rain, so that together, if only for ten minutes, they can have a little fun. Some on this train cannot stop working at all. They cannot stop, or else. On car number one there is a Venezuelan man in grease-stained coveralls; if he does not stop working, he is able to send $150 a month back home to his wife and young children. He’s walked a hard road: last year he spent five months in a homeless shelter. But the hardest battle, the greatest weight? Returning home each night to an empty apartment. “La soledad, la soledad.” But he’d rather shoulder this loneliness than watch his five-year-old daughter starve.

No, it is not easy for anyone, on this train, in this city. It can become too much. It did—become too much—at some time, in some way, for too many people on this train. On car number four a teenage girl is holding back tears. “I did not ask to be born,” she says. “I did not. I did not.” And it would become too much for many more, if everyone were fighting alone, on their islands. But there are mothers on this train. On car number six there is a woman holding a bundle of pink balloons who, despite her crippling depression, despite her anxiety, despite being able to do very little for herself, is on her way to J. Hood Wright Park to throw her daughter Journey a fifth birthday party. There are fathers and sons and daughters and brothers and sisters on this train. There are husbands and wives and partners. There are aunts and uncles and cousins and best friends. On car number six there is a bartender who has lived in seven different apartments in the last seven years. “But as long as my dog is OK,” he says. “I’m good.” Pressed against the wall on car number one is a young woman in an Amazon delivery uniform. On her phone she keeps a picture of her best friend Brianique, who took her own life four years ago. “I’m living for her,” she explains. “I know she sees me. She sees me doing everything that I can.”

There is love in this city. For most it is waiting at home. But if not at home, then a phone call away, a block away, two doors down, three stops south. There is love at bus stops, in barber shops, on bombed-out baseball fields in the Bronx. In hospitals, in offices, in coffeeshops, in classrooms—so much love in classrooms: unsung, unpaid, long after the bell has rung. It’s in the churches, the mosques, the temples, the synagogues, the Atheist Club meeting in room 4b of the public library. There is love, often anonymous, in circles of people all over this city: sharing grief, shedding shame, with bloodshot eyes and trembling hands. There is even love in the darkest places: beneath bridges, beneath railway tracks, in jail cells, in crack houses. Wherever there are people, there is love. And nowhere are there more people, packed in a smaller place, than New York City. There is everything else here, God knows. But alongside it, among it, between it, despite it, behind it, there is love. Love, too. Which means, of course, there is love on this train. There is even, on this train, a man named Love Train. He walks eight miles a day through the city, pushing a trolley stacked with battery-operated speakers, playing music carefully chosen to match the demographics of each neighborhood.



Less than sixty seconds after leaving Grand Central, the train pulls into the Bryant Park station. It arrives in silence; the truce has held. Some new passengers get on, but even more get off. There is still a swirl, still a mix. But the moment has passed. This train will never again reach the same mass of people. As it moves along the line, it will slowly empty, everyone going about their lives, never to be together again. This city is so large you can disappear in it. But also, it would not be possible to meet again. For this was a train of ghosts. People I met on some sidewalk long ago. It was a train of past chapters, former selves. Everyone long since moved on: to new discoveries, new friends, new loves, new battles, new wounds, new wisdom. Sometimes moving forward, sometimes sliding back. But never the same. No, never the same. Everyone changing, shifting, like the city itself.

The end of the line is Thirty-Fourth Street, Hudson Yards. This is not my stop. But it is where I sometimes get off so that I can walk home along the High Line. The High Line is one-and-a-half-mile greenway running through the heart of the city—a “park in the sky,” built on top of an old, elevated railroad track. Twenty years ago the railroad track was slated for destruction. But local residents had a better idea: they formed an organization—Friends of the High Line. Petitions were signed, millions of dollars were raised. Today the High Line is one of the most innovative public spaces in the world—all thanks to its friends. These friends of New York can be found everywhere: sipping champagne at ritzy galas, picking up trash along the Hudson, planting lavender bushes in community gardens on the Lower East Side. All of them linked by a common debt, some shared sense of reciprocity: To this place—to these people—who have given to me, I will now give.

One of the High Line’s exits is near my apartment: a metal stairway leading down to a sidewalk on Twenty-Third Street, just west of Tenth Avenue. On the underside of that staircase there is a large number seven, painted in bright red paint. For the thousands of pedestrians that walk by every day, it has no meaning. But for passing ambulances it signals the location of FDNY Emergency Medical Station Number Seven, which sits just across the street. Eighty ambulances are dispatched from this station to emergencies across the city, which means a steady dose of the city’s unofficial soundtrack: the scream of sirens. It’s a horrible sound by design, the siren. But it serves as a shrill, insistent reminder of something foundational to this city. Something so commonplace, so taken for granted, that it has almost become invisible. In this city, no matter who you are, no matter how poor, stepped-on, downtrodden, vulnerable; no matter your economic contribution, your criminal record, your social standing; such a value is placed on your life, that if it is ever in danger, all eight million citizens have been deputized with the power to summon a machine—a machine designed solely for the purpose of saving lives—to deliver you to the nearest hospital.

At the bottom of the stairway, there is often a man in a wheelchair who begs for change. Ronald Robertson is his name—his father’s name. Though he has never liked it, so he goes by Ronnie. Ronnie is a Vietnam War veteran who worked at a local grocery store for twenty years before losing both his legs to medical complications. Now he survives off the kindness of strangers. Half the money he collects from panhandling, he gives to his three daughters who live in a nearby apartment. Ronnie can stay with them whenever he chooses. But since he does not get along with the mother, he prefers to spend his nights beneath whatever scaffolding he can find in their area. But in the early morning hours of July 11, 2024, there was no scaffolding to be found. And it was raining that night. So at 2:55 A.M. Ronnie made the decision to sleep where he had never slept before: beneath the High Line. As he situated himself beneath the staircase and prepared to fall asleep, he heard a noise: not quite a cry, more like something trying to cry.

At that very moment a twenty-year-old Dominican Mexican night doorman named Kelvin Suarez was returning from his lunch break with a chicken cutlet panini in his hand which, for various reasons, would never be eaten. Kelvin was new to the job. A full-time mathematics student at Fordham University, he was only able to work one night a week. This night. As he neared the entrance of the HL23 apartment building where he works, he noticed a man in a wheelchair approaching what appeared to be a small doll lying on the sidewalk. Kelvin continued into the lobby, but before unwrapping his panini, something told him to walk back outside for a second look. And it was then, Kelvin would later explain, that the world began to seem very unreal. There, beneath a bright white fluorescent light, was a newborn child. Kelvin had never seen a newborn child before. Not in a hospital. And certainly not on a wet sidewalk, at 3 A.M., next to a pool of blood and a legless man of unknown relation. For four long seconds these two men looked at each other. They looked up, at the ledge of the High Line. They looked back down, at the baby. And together they reached the only conclusion that, however unlikely, seemed to best explain the unexplainable scene in front of them: this baby had fallen from the sky.

At that very moment an ambulance was pulling up to the curb in front of EMS Station Seven. Behind the wheel was Patrick Fiemer, a twenty-four-year-old former rugby player from Breezy Point, Queens. Asleep in the passenger seat next to him was Mia Chin, a twenty-six-year-old Chinese Ecuadorian rookie EMT who was completing the second of back-to-back eighteen-hour shifts. Mia, it must be said, was having a tough week. Seven days earlier, on the night of July Fourth, right before the fireworks, an addiction counselor had driven his Ford F-150 into a group of eleven people while driving drunk. Four people died. One of them, a woman, was in Mia’s care. Mia would later discover the woman’s red-threaded bracelet while cleaning out the back of her ambulance. No, it had not been an easy week. And on this night Mia was very much looking forward to getting home. As she gathered her belongings into her book bag, there was a knock on the driver’s-side door. Patrick rolled down the window to find a young man in a doorman’s uniform who, in a strangely calm voice, delivered a cryptic message: “There is a baby on the floor.”

At that very moment a newborn child was lying on a sidewalk in New York City. Without warmth, without touch, his life slowly draining from his body. Could there be a deeper loneliness? After forty minutes, an eternity, he must have sensed that no help was coming. That indeed, he was the only living thing in this world. When suddenly there appeared four strange shadows above him. What exactly the child thought of those shadows: what he believed them to be, what sort of connection he felt, cannot be known. But as with seemingly everything on the streets of a modern city, this moment of contact was captured on surveillance video. And you can clearly see it. For whatever reason, after lying motionless for several minutes, just before Mia bends down to scoop him off the pavement—the child lifts his arm, and he waves his hand.

Minutes later an ambulance pulled out of EMS Station Seven, Patrick behind the wheel. And this child was driven through the city, to begin his own journey, to face who knows what battles. Because there will be battles, no doubt. This child will begin his life with his own share of weights. But on this night, during that trip across town to Bellevue Hospital, he experienced something miraculous. With no name, no tribe, no identity except for being a citizen of this city, this child was given a privilege reserved for emperors, kings, gods. During that five-minute drive he crossed almost every avenue in Manhattan: ten full avenues. But not once did he stop. Not once did he slow down. In response to the scream of a siren, this city, this beautiful city, set aside its laws, bent, bowed, ever so slightly, to make way for this newest, this most vulnerable, this most innocent of New Yorkers. Who now, wrapped in a blanket, in the arms of a stranger, was still not quite sure about this place. But at the very least, he was now quite sure, there was someone else in this world. ■





“She was in traumatic arrest when I arrived on the scene. Later when I was cleaning out the back of the ambulance, I found her red-threaded bracelet. It just reminded me that she was a person. She was someone’s daughter, sister. She had a whole life. It had me thinking a lot about, you know—tragedy, and how it’s random. The next week was tough. There were times when I would try to fall asleep, and I’d see the faces of people who were suffering. It’s hard for me to talk about. And as a woman on this job, it can be hard to show emotion because I don’t want people to think that I can’t handle this, you know? Though I do believe those two things can coexist. You can be empathetic, and also be resilient. I never stopped loving this job, but I needed to know that someone was going to make it, that what we do matters. Of course it does. But when you’ve recently lost one of your patients, it can be hard to remember that. So that night, when I held that baby in my hands—it was like, ‘Oh my God, he’s alive.’ It felt like a miracle. Because I really needed him to be alive.”

[image: An E M T in F D N Y uniform sits against the side of an ambulance with legs crossed and hands resting on the knee. The vehicle is parked on a city street lined with vans and trees.]




“I’m trying to figure out how to explain the world in a way that feels approachable, hopeful, and not overwhelming.”

[image: A woman sits on the ground beside a young boy who leans against her shoulder. Both hold tennis rackets, with another racket lying nearby. They sit outdoors near a court wall and fence.]

[image: A woman dressed in a vibrant carnival costume walks outdoors. Her outfit features elaborate feathered wings in yellow, pink, and green, a jeweled headpiece, and matching beaded accessories, holding a cup in her hand.]

“Trinidad is a Carnival country. We have Africans, Indians, Chinese, Middle Eastern, Jewish; all of it together on that island. And everyone likes to have fun.”



[image: A group of women in vibrant dresses and headwraps stand on a decorated float, holding flowers and flags. A banner reads St. Gabriel’s Neighborhood Senior Center, Aging to Perfection, Brooklyn, N Y.]



“You never think you’ll get old, but you do. When you’re young and an old person is walking slowly down the sidewalk you think: ‘Oh my God, they’re in my way.’ Then you get older, and you’re like: ‘I better be careful, or they might fall.’ Then at some point, it happens. You’re like: ‘Oh my God. I’m gonna fall.’”

[image: A man in a dark coat, scarf, and knit hat walks in a snowy park, lifting one hand to adjust his hat. Snow falls heavily, covering the ground and trees around him.]

[image: A woman in a long black dress and blue headscarf stands by a subway entrance railing, holding a phone in one hand and a strap over her shoulder. A poster and a sign are behind her.]

“My brother is still getting bullied to this day. This boy is in tenth grade. It’s like: When are you going to stop letting people walk all over you, and stand up for yourself? That’s the main difference between me and him. He doesn’t want any problems. I’m like, bring the problem.”


[image: An elderly woman in a purple patterned shirt and cap pushes a walker, carrying bags across a city street. A building with scaffolding and pedestrians is in the background.]
「 你好的時候，他們會妒忌你。你不好的時候，他們會笑你。 」

“When you’re doing well, they’re jealous. When you’re doing bad, they laugh at you.”


[image: A man looks into the distance with a thoughtful expression. He wears a black hoodie under a distressed denim jacket with a patch that reads, HERE SOME. The background includes blurred trees and buildings.]
“I’m just so tired of being controlled.”


“Thirteen. It’s just, a lot.”

[image: A woman in a dark headscarf and dress stands on a shaded sidewalk with her hands clasped. She wears glasses and carries a light shoulder bag. Trees line the street with houses and parked cars.]

[image: A man in a knit cap drinks from a paper cup while seated outdoors with a young girl on his lap. The girl wears earmuffs and a patterned scarf. Trees and a brick building stand in the background.]
“They tell you not to be on phones, and they’re on phones.”


“Picture it, okay? New Orleans. Bourbon Street. I’m on vacation in college with my three best childhood friends. Zach is there with his parents. He’s got his mom and dad with him. Somehow we all end up on the balcony of the same bar, we’ve got beads in our hands, we’re yelling to see boobs. Well, I’m yelling to see boobs. That was just me. But Zach had a perfect mustache. He used to grow it much longer and curl it with wax. I will say that I’m normally not into that. Normally you’ve got to be six-two. But you know, I liked his energy. His whole family seemed nice. They weren’t like normal New Orleans Vacation People. We ended up adding each other on Snapchat, that was the thing back then. Then we agreed to meet up the next day after he finished with his gator cruise and I was done going to the strip club. That night we walked along the river until the sun came up. I remember doing handstands, but mainly it was just a bunch of conversation. Then at the end we kissed. Just kissed, because I was leaving early the next morning. I thought that would be the end of it. I thought: ‘I’m never going to see this kid again.’ But two weeks later I’m taking his virginity in a Las Vegas hotel room. There was something going on with his stomach. Right after we finished he went to the bathroom and started throwing up. He was trying to keep it muffled, but I could hear it. I called my girlfriends and said: ‘I don’t think he likes me.’ But it’s been love ever since.”

[image: A man and woman sit together at an outdoor cafe table. The man, wearing sunglasses and a beanie, smiles, while the woman gestures animatedly with both hands raised. A drink rests on the table.]

“We still need some dogs to die before we can have a kid. So right now Zach is a stay-at-home dog dad. I’m the one that works. I wear a lot of suits. I make the decisions, I make the reservations. Zach shows up properly dressed and excited for the night. But we can’t both be me. I’m literally a power top. There can’t be two power tops. Somebody’s got to lay back and say: ‘Keep doing that. That feels good.’ Can his contentment sometimes spill over into laziness? We’re working on that. But there’s a lot I need to work on too. I’ve taught him how to do his taxes and he’s teaching me to calm the fuck down.”

[image: A man and woman sit at a small outdoor cafe table against a red wall with a drink menu. Both have glasses of spritz on the table, relaxed in casual outfits, smiling comfortably.]

“I told him not to ask. Love was never on my priority list. I’m rural South, HUD housing, food stamps, only child of a drug-addicted bipolar mother. Zach’s family sits down together for dinner every night. I love that for him, but it makes us very different. So when we first started dating, I told him: do not ask me to marry you until I turn thirty. Fast forward 365 days later, and he asks. It was lovely. He was lovely, the ring was lovely, the idea was lovely, so I said yes. We eloped at the same hotel in Vegas where I took his virginity. And it’s been seven years. We’ve been through it all: funerals, infidelities, addictions, sicknesses, miscarriage. A lot of hard shit. And it’s been harder for Zach than me. If there’s a good guy and a bad guy, I’m the bad guy. I’m the one that’s tested the relationship. It’s just a hard fucking city, you know? I found myself doing things that I said I would never do because I grew up with addicts. There were three separate times when he found me in a bathtub and had to take me to the ER. That’s a hard thing to say, but it’s a true thing. Anyone else would have left after the first time. But he stayed. He did more than stay. He showed up every day excited to be my husband. And it’s not because he’s scared to leave. It’s because he believes in love, and he believes in me. I’m not saying I’d ever put him through those things again, but it’s kind of beautiful that we’ve gone through it all, and we’re still having a drink at our favorite restaurant on a beautiful Sunday. When you lay it out front to back, it’s been a beautiful love. In a fucked-up, Sylvia Plath, head-in-the-oven kind of way.”

[image: A woman in a light jacket sits at an outdoor cafe table with a glass of spritz, looking at a man in a beanie and sunglasses. The man leans back casually, hand behind his head.]
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