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CHAPTER ONE

The Litany of Iron and Steam
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Summer, and the IRT came out of the tunnel stinking of hot rubber and piss. I stood in the space between cars because sitting meant touching something — the seats there held a permanent damp no matter the season, a film left behind by a hundred thousand bodies that had never once considered where they were going to sit next. I kept my hand on the pole and watched the tunnel walls run past through the gap where the doors didn't quite meet, black brick and pipe and the sudden flare of a work light strung up by nobody in particular, burning for nobody in particular.

Three boys from the track team were up front, loud the way boys get loud when nothing bad has ever happened to them yet — spring in their legs even standing still, that particular ease that comes from never once having had a reason to flinch. One of them, a kid named Petrosky who ran the four-forty and wore his letter jacket even in July, looked at me the way you look at a stain on a bus floor. Not hatred. Nothing so honest as hatred. Just the brief, dismissive registration of something beneath his notice, and then he forgot me, the way you forget gum on a shoe once you've scraped it off.

I let him. I had my grandmother's crucifix in my blazer pocket, brass gone dark with age, and I worked my thumb along its edge without taking it out. She'd given it to me the last week she was lucid, pressed it into my palm in the hospital bed at St. Clare's with fingers that had already started forgetting how to close around things, and told me — in the flat, unsentimental way she told me everything, like she was reading off a grocery list — that a Petrone always carried something blessed, because a Petrone never knew which day was going to be the one that mattered. I hadn't understood her then. I'd nodded and put it in my pocket and thought about how the room smelled like rubbing alcohol and boiled peas, and I hadn't thought about the cross again until three days after her funeral, when I'd reached into that pocket looking for a subway token and found it waiting there instead, warm from my own body heat, like it had never really belonged to her at all.

St. Jude's Academy sat on its hill on the far side of Hell's Kitchen like a fortress built from old money and older sins, brick gone the color of a healing bruise, ivy someone paid a gardener to keep pruned into the shape of piety. It was a place where the priests preached grace on Tuesdays and looked at the girls' cardigans the rest of the week, where the halls smelled of Lysol laid down thick enough to suggest there was something underneath it that needed covering.

Whitman had shoved me into my locker that morning, which wasn't unusual so much as it was liturgical — a small ritual he performed most mornings the way some boys said a rosary, out of habit more than any particular malice, though the malice was there too, banked low and steady like a pilot light. He'd done it in front of Donna Petrucci and two of her friends, and they'd laughed the way girls laugh when they've learned that laughing along costs them nothing and buys them a little safety, and I'd stood folded into that locker in the dark listening to my own breath come back at me off the cold metal, counting — the way I counted stairs, the way I counted paces — until someone finally let me out between second and third period, more out of boredom than kindness.

I didn't fight back. Fighting back is for people who still think the world is fair enough to argue with. I'd stopped believing that sometime around the age of twelve, and nothing about St. Jude's had given me a reason to reconsider. Father Ruiz talked about grace on Tuesdays in that soft, practiced voice he used for the parts of the Gospel that made the seniors uncomfortable, and the rest of the week he found reasons to stand a little too close to Donna Petrucci's desk, to lean down and correct her Latin conjugation with a hand resting on the back of her chair a beat too long. Nobody said anything. Nobody ever says anything in this city except what they can take from it, and Father Ruiz had learned a long time ago exactly how much he was allowed to take.

They put my books in the toilet twice that spring — once in September, when it still felt like news, and once in April, when it had become so unremarkable that even the boy who did it, a sophomore named Kessler, seemed almost apologetic about it, like he was fulfilling a chore he hadn't personally assigned himself.

I got off two stops early that afternoon and walked the rest, the way I did most days when the thought of going straight home to the empty apartment felt like more silence than I could carry. Down through the Deuce, past the Rialto with LIVE NUDE GIRLS burned into six of its eleven bulbs and a marquee below it advertising a triple feature nobody had bothered to change the title cards on in a month, past the newsstand on the corner where a man named Artie sold me a pack of Chiclets sometimes and never once asked why a boy in a St. Jude's blazer was buying gum from him at four in the afternoon on a school day. Past the Bickford's where the counterman — Lou, though I'd never once called him that to his face — knew me because I came in for coffee I never finished, black, no sugar, in a chipped white cup that always seemed to be the same one no matter how many times I came back.

Forty-Second Street at four in the afternoon in July smells like tar going soft under the sun and something sweeter underneath that nobody wants to name — spilled soda gone syrup-thick in the gutter, hot dog water, the ghost of somebody's aftershave three hours old and losing the fight against the heat. The marquees hummed even in daylight, a low electric drone you stopped noticing after enough exposure, and the sidewalks were a river of people who all, without exception, had somewhere they needed to be — except me, and except, I would come to understand within the hour, her.

She stood under what was left of a marquee, one hand on her hip, working a cigarette down to the filter with the patient, economical draws of someone stretching a thing that costs money over as much time as it'll give her. Most of the men walking past didn't look at her twice. Some looked and looked away fast, the particular fast look of a man who doesn't want his wife, three thousand miles away in his own head, to see where his eyes just went. I looked, and I didn't look away, and something in me sat down — the way your legs go when your body understands a thing before you do, the exact sensation of a held breath finally being allowed to leave.

I stood there long enough that the walk sign cycled twice without my crossing. She wasn't beautiful the way the holy cards at St. Jude's promised beauty would look — not the soft, blank, sexless beauty of the Virgin in the side chapel with her eyes cast down and her hands folded like she'd never once had a hard thought in her life. Her hip was bruised where the fishnet had torn and healed wrong, a shadow you could see even from thirty feet if the light hit right. Her nail polish, a red gone almost black, was chipped down to the bed on two fingers. Her hair had been dyed at home and badly, the roots coming in a shade darker than she'd probably intended, and none of it mattered, because I understood her the way you understand a psalm you've read a hundred times without once getting the meaning, and then some Tuesday, for no reason you could point to, it just opens up whole in your hands.

I thought, for one absurd second, about crossing the street and saying something to her. I got as far as shifting my weight off the curb before the thought collapsed under its own impossibility — what would I have said, what does a boy in a school blazer say to a woman like that, what language even exists for the particular thing I already understood I felt — and I stayed where I was instead, and watched.

I watched her for the better part of an hour. A bus went by twice on the same route, the driver's face identical both times, the particular fatigue of a man doing the same twelve blocks over and over until his shift finally let him go. The hot dog cart on the corner ran out of buns around three-forty and the vendor started turning people away with an apologetic shrug that made him look, for a second, like the only honest man on the block. She didn't move much — a shift of weight, a look up the block and back, the cigarette traded eventually for a second one lit off the first — and I understood, standing there, that she did not belong on that corner. It wasn't a voice. It wasn't a vision. It arrived the way a fact arrives, flat and already true: she does not belong here.

A man in a short-sleeved dress shirt, tie loosened, the particular uniform of somebody's lunch hour stretched two hours past when lunch should have ended, stopped in front of her and said something I couldn't hear from that distance. She laughed — not a real laugh, I understood even then, but a practiced one, pitched to land exactly where he wanted it to land — and touched his arm, and he counted bills into her palm with the quick, furtive motion of a man who has done this exact transaction enough times to have a system for it. She took the money without flinching, folded it into the lining of her jacket, and watched him walk off toward the subway without a backward glance, already, I imagined, rehearsing whatever he was going to tell his wife about where the afternoon had gone.
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