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Dedication

For my wonderful daughters, Skylar Gina and Ryan

Paige—I see the world anew through your eyes.

And, of course, for my mom.


Epigraph

What is this dismal-fronted pile of bastard Egyptian, like an enchanter’s palace in a melodrama!—a famous prison, called The Tombs. Shall we go in?

—Charles Dickens, American Notes
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NEW YORK ~ 1882

Chapter One

The Works

This must be how madness begins. Traces of light or a shadowy haze around a person’s face, meaningless images in my head, and then the fear, the all-consuming fear that at any moment they will come for me. For a long time I convinced myself that madness was not hereditary. I may have been wrong. I haven’t told anyone, not even Father. To say it out loud would make it true, and I don’t want to be locked up with my mother.

Through the slats on my window I scanned the street for crow-shaped faces, beaks of black. One day they’d come. My heart drummed against my ribs as I pictured them out there—as if I were thirteen again. I took a deep breath and yanked the laces of my corset until it squeezed my heart back into place. Tucking in loose strands, I hid my braid under a soft felt hat and threw on Father’s military coat.

Sliding back the curtain separating my bedchamber from the shop, I was surprised to find my father splayed out on the floor. He usually made it to the sofa. Next to him was an empty bottle of gin, propped against the shiny metal of his mechanical leg, both of which seemed to blame the other for his fall. If Mother were here instead of in the Tombs, he wouldn’t be drinking and I’d be going to school instead of to work. I pushed away the pointless thoughts as I placed a pillow under his head. Shutting the door quietly, I left through the side entrance leading to the hallway.

I turned the lock and spun around, bumping directly into a man in disheveled Union military clothing. “Oh!” I stepped back. “Pardon me.”

He eyed me through long matted hair and, in a voice that sounded as if he had gravel in his throat, said, “Edgar in there, missy?”

“Yes, sir. But he’s sleeping.”

“I’ll wait. Got no place else to be.” I noticed that one sleeve of the man’s jacket was empty, pinned across his body in a hollow embrace. He’d come to see my father about his arm, no doubt. Although Father’s passion was clock making, and he used to be a machinist at the navy yard, he tinkered with mechanical devices of all sorts, including body parts.

With his other hand, the man skillfully pinched a wad of tobacco from a snuff tin, dropped it back into his pocket, then pressed the leaves into his cheek. His fingers moved with the grace and dexterity of an illusionist doing a card trick. He leaned against the wall and closed his eyes.

Delicate morning light drifted in through the glass door to the street, softening the fringe of peeling paint and exposed patches of wood lath on the walls. But despite its honeyed glow, it was still a hallway laden with despair.

Survivors of the Civil War often had missing limbs. The war may have ended seventeen years ago, but it still hovered like a tattered shroud over the city, casting a bitter shadow. My father made sure I knew all the particulars. More than 625,000 men had died, many not much older than myself. He taught me about each and every battle, and all the Civil War insignia.

I looked at the soldier’s threadbare forage cap. It had a red triangular badge next to a pin of crossed sabers. “Fourth Corps Cavalry, Division One?” I asked.

He opened his eyes and gave me a long look. Then he lifted his chin. “At your service, ma’am.”

I nodded. “Good day to you, sir.”

I waited until I was halfway down the block before turning to glance up at the roof of our tenement building. My falcon, Seraphine, slept there in a protected roost Father and I had built for her. I whistled to let her know I was leaving.

Trudging through the thin layer of gray slush that had appeared overnight, I pushed it forward with the steel toes of my boots. A first snow in October meant a long winter of coal to purchase, and as employment was harder and harder to come by, especially for a girl, losing my job was something Father and I simply could not afford. I dug my hands into the pockets of the boys’ wool britches I wore and picked up my pace. I still had time to go by the school.

Maybe today I would have the courage to talk to Grace. We used to live next door to the Hammonds, but I hadn’t spoken to her since I’d moved to the slums. Back then I didn’t know there were tenements and factories only a few blocks over, or that one day I’d be relegated to their dingy halls.

As I approached St. Ann’s, I ducked into the shadows to watch the flocks of girls flit by, chattering like little birds. Just as it did every day, my gut tightened at the sight of them. Why do I torture myself like this? But I knew why. I missed her. I had friends, but they were all boys. Girlfriends had a different bond, a special one. Then I saw her.

She was arm in arm with another girl. Their skirts were clean and pressed, and they marched along in their lace-up boots, confident of their position in society. They were probably discussing boys they hoped to be courted by. I remember Grace laughing at me for saying I wanted to go to college when I grew up. “Oh, Avery,” she’d said, dismissing me with a wave of her hand. “You simply must marry, or you’ll end up like that old spinster down the street, the one with all the cats.” But even though we had different views on certain things, we’d shared all of our hopes and dreams with each other.

I removed my felt hat and smoothed back my hair. My nerves tingled, but she was usually with a larger group and today it was just the two of them. It used to be her and me walking to school, arms linked like that.

I peeled away from the protection of the shadows. “Hello, Grace.”

The girls stopped and glanced at each other. Did she not recognize me? Of course—my work clothes.

“It’s me. Avery.” I smiled. “Avery Kohl.”

The other girl, with a pointed face and a shiny black widow’s peak, smirked. “My dear Grace, is this an acquaintance of yours? She looks like a river rat up from the pier.”

Her laugh burned my cheeks, but I ignored the insult, sure that Grace would put this rude girl in her place. “Grace?” I pleaded.

But Grace dropped her gaze. Pointy Face tightened her grip on Grace’s arm. “Let’s go, Grace. She might have the pox.”

Grace allowed herself to be led away from me, but not before she glanced up and I saw myself through her eyes: boys’ clothes, dirt under my fingernails, drab hair from lack of brushing. It was no wonder she was embarrassed to admit she knew me.

I’d held on to the belief that one day things could go back to normal, that if Father and I worked hard, we could get our old life back. Or at least that my best friend would always be there for me, even if I had no money. That other girl was right. I was the lowest of the low—a filthy working-class rat. Even worse, I walked a razor’s edge between that and living on the streets.

Tears burned in my eyes, but Cross Street Ironworks waited impatiently six blocks away and I could not be late. Without glancing back, I ran—from Grace, the school, and the life I’d lost—until the pain in my lungs overtook the pain in my heart.

I smelled the factory soon enough—smoldering iron and sulfur, the kind of smell that makes your lungs itch and your tongue taste like rust. The Works, as we called it, ate up four city blocks and seemed to be growing, breathing out its hot, metallic breath, belching black smoke, and seeping yellow clouds into the sky.

A shadow raced along the cobblestones. I glanced up to see Seraphine circling gracefully, high above me. I whistled again. She responded with a long wailing scream. Then she tucked her wings and dove like a shooting star from the sky, faster and faster, until I lost sight of her between the buildings.

When I reached the entrance to the enormous redbrick edifice, I slowed to catch my breath and wipe away traces of my tears. Two tall windows stared down at me, but their grimy glaze masked the interior of the factory. Across the top of the building, Cross Street Ironworks was painted in large, once-white letters. Beyond the roofline, one of the stacks was visible, engulfed in its corrosive cloud.

Geeno came sprinting from the opposite direction, his thin coat damp in the places where he must have slept on it. I worried constantly about him living in a wooden shipping crate, especially when the temperature dropped. Once, I’d followed him to the box he called home. He was furious, and no matter how I’d pleaded, he would not take an offer to sleep on my sofa, so stupidly proud sometimes he reminded me of myself.

“Whoa, there,” I said as he skidded into me. “You run the whole way?”

“Avery, you here.” He took a deep breath, his shoulders relaxing. “I thought maybe you leave us, too, like Alexander.”

I punched his skinny arm. “What? And miss the chance to boss you runts around? Never.”

“Want to see a secret?” He looked up at me, his gap-toothed smile tugging at my heart.

If I was to be a rat, at least I was not alone. We were weld rats, and at nine, Geeno was the youngest. But he could hold his own. Geeno apprenticed with my father every Sunday, in the hopes that he would one day have a worthy trade. He was a natural tinkerer, quickly learning how a clock’s hundreds of tiny parts worked together.

“Please?” he begged.

“Can it be quick?” I tapped my silver timepiece, a gift from my father on my sixteenth birthday and a constant reminder that his genius was wasting away like the sugar cube on his absinthe spoon.

Geeno nodded and removed from his pocket a large corked glass vial containing something shiny and black.

“What is it?” I asked.

He held it up as I squinted closer. With a sharp tap, it flicked its tail on the glass.

I jumped back. “Geeno! What on earth is that thing?”

He laughed, enjoying my reaction. “It’s called a scorpion. My neighbor find it in his shipping crate. We checked; his crate is from overseas.”

“It looks dangerous, Geeno. I don’t think you should keep it.”

“She half dead anyway.” He slid it back into his pocket. “But I think I can fix her.”

“Sure you can. Just do me a favor, don’t let it escape.”

As he pulled his hand from his pocket, a thin metal plate fell to the ground. I picked it up. It was a black-and-white tintype photograph of Geeno standing with his parents at the rail of a steamship. They had emigrated from Italy to raise Geeno in “the land of opportunity,” only to die of consumption a week after touching foot on American soil. Geeno was left to fend for himself in the city.

The picture blurred, and for a moment I thought I saw another image. I blinked and angled it back and forth, but it appeared normal. My mind was playing tricks on me again. I handed the plate back to Geeno. He looked at it with a faraway sadness. Placing my thumb on his chin, I tilted it up. “What happened to them was not your fault, Geeno. Do you understand?”

His brows drew together as if he was making an important decision. Then he smiled up at me. “Thank you, Avery.”

“Come on.” I tousled his hair and pushed open the heavy steel door, releasing a blast of heat. “Don’t want to walk in late and upset the boss, now, do we?”

The boss’s name was Roland Malice, a Polish ex-boxer. Legend had it he’d died momentarily in his last professional bout, but I knew him to be undefeated at the illegal matches held late at night on the docks behind the factory. His fists and forearms rippled with muscle. His hulking form tapered at the top to form a bald head, and a thick mustache twirled into long points on either side of his face. Everyone was afraid of him, even the coal runners, and they were the biggest of the bunch.

We stopped to grab our helmets from the row of pegs lined up on the wall above our crudely painted names. Mine just said “Avery.” After my mother was taken and we fled Brooklyn Heights, Father made me stop using my full name, so no one could track us down. As if moving into the crowded ghetto wasn’t enough to hide us.

I sighed as Geeno jumped up to reach his helmet. I was going on two and a half years now at the Works, six days a week, twelve, sometimes fourteen hours a day. We were here more than in our own homes.

Tony and Leo were already at their stations. Two helmets were left. One was Oscar’s, late again, and the other, Alexander’s, who wouldn’t need his anymore.

Geeno wasn’t the only one who missed Alexander. He got out, landed a better job as a welder for the Brooklyn Bridge project. The crew looked to me, being next oldest, now that he was gone. The weight of that sat heavily on my shoulders, especially as I was not myself lately.

I think it began midsummer, around my birthday. I’d come home from work to find Father crying. It unsettled me—his bowed head clutched in his dusty white hands. He’d tried to bake me a cake, but it was a lump of coal. His long, slender fingers that could work minuscule gears into intricate designs could not combine flour, milk, and eggs. “It’s all right, Pop. I don’t need a cake,” I’d said, trying to console him.

“Yes, you do. And you need a mother.” He’d shaken his head, spreading flour further into his hair. “You’re sixteen now. I don’t know how to raise a young woman. What prospects will you have? Your mother had everything under control. I cannot do this alone anymore.”

Control was an understatement. My mother had a master plan, a plan to see me wed into a good family, one that could secure my future within the upper middle class. She’d cringe if she knew I was working, and in a factory, no less—a job for the coarse and uneducated.

That night I’d dreamt of my mother, screaming my name, pounding her hands bloody on the walls of her hospital room. It was a nightmare I’d had time and again these past few years, but when I awoke, something seemed to have shifted inside me. It started in small ways—random shadows flitting at the edges of my vision, an image flashing through my mind. . . .

Maybe I’m slipping into madness, just like her.

The sounds of the factory came rushing back. I closed my eyes and told myself, as I did every morning, Just focus on your work. I confronted my day—one task at a time.

Geeno and I logged our names into the time roll and headed toward our welding stations.

My heart warmed as I passed each boy’s workbench—the brothers I never had. They made work bearable. Geeno was my little shadow. Tony, the oldest at fourteen, would stick his neck out for anyone. His brother, a newsboy over at South Ferry, got caught stealing, but Tony took the fall, so the court sentenced Tony to a year at the halfway house. Now he was escorted to work daily by the New York House of Refuge coach. Leo and Oscar were both twelve. Leo was a crackerjack-smart black boy, and Oscar, our lovable, mischievous Gypsy.

Just as I feared, Oscar’s station was empty. The last time Oscar showed up late, Mr. Malice came down from the perch and bawled him out good. The perch hung like an oversize birdcage eighty feet above our heads. From there, Mr. Malice saw everything.

Each block of welding stations formed a crew. The kids in the other crews didn’t talk to us because I ran ours and I was a girl. Besides, we had a black boy and a Gypsy. They shunned us all.

When Mr. Malice first hired Leo, even my crew was hesitant to work with him. I knew how that felt. No one had accepted me until I’d proved myself. So I’d volunteered to show Leo the ropes, and on his very first day he came up with a better way of holding the filler rod to produce a tighter seam. With that, he won the boys over—anything to make us look better than the other crews.

On one side of the plant, a giant belt moved pig iron to the new Siemens furnace. On the other side sat Bessie, the massive Bessemer converter. If Cross Street Ironworks was a living, breathing beast, then Bessie was her twenty-ton baby.

She stood on two legs with her potbelly slung low. The pig iron was dropped into her gaping maw. She’d get hotter and hotter, a low rumbling roar coming from inside her gut. We would feel the tension build as the air around her glowed like embers in a fire and the shadows turned purple. It was eerie. Then, impossibly, her immense bulk would flip completely over, blasting an orange volcano of fire and gas thirty feet into the air. Just as abruptly, she’d tip back and expel flowing white-hot liquid steel. She was something to behold, terrible and beautiful. The first time I saw her in action, I had a nightmare of her tearing herself loose, stomping out of the Works, and burying Brooklyn in molten metal.

Pulling on gloves and lowering my goggles, I flared up my arc welder and began to work. Sparks burst from the tip, heating the air so intensely I sucked air through my clenched teeth until my lungs adjusted. I found a strange satisfaction in creating the perfect weld. The speed and angle of the torch had to be just right to reduce slag and eliminate air bubbles in the weld pool. But it was more than that. I permanently joined things together. Nothing could tear them apart.

If only I could unite my own family as easily as I fused metal.

The loud grinding and clanging of machinery kept off normal conversation, but we’d learned to communicate without words. I was about to begin my third piece when I noticed Tony signaling.

Oscar sprinted toward us, pulling on gloves and helmet as he ran. Despite Tony’s warning, he didn’t see what was coming until it was too late.

Mr. Malice appeared in his path, holding a rod of steel like a baseball bat. I flipped up my goggles and started toward them. Halfway there, I felt Leo grab my arm. “Don’t mess with Malice, Ave,” he said, his eyes on Oscar.

I hesitated. Maybe Mr. Malice just wanted to scare poor Oscar—a thought pushed from my mind by the sickening crunch of steel on bone. Oscar collapsed, his legs knocked from under him.

Oscar bawled while Mr. Malice’s booming voice echoed over the din of the factory. “You wanna come late? I’ll teach you what happens when you cost—me—money!” He kicked Oscar with each word.

Oscar was bleeding from his mouth, trying to hunch into as small a ball as possible. I lost all sense of myself. “Stop!” I screamed. “For God’s sake, he’s only twelve.”

Mr. Malice turned on me, his full height like that of a grizzly bear I’d seen at P. T. Barnum’s circus. Glistening beads of sweat crowned his bald head. His small eyes, set into folds of fat, seemed amused, which scared me even more.

“When you’re here, you belong to me.” He spit on the floor. “You lackeys are lucky to have a job, you hear me? There’s kids begging me for work every day, and I will not be taken for a fool.” He glared at me, his voice a low growl. “Turn around, girl, and get back to your station.”

But I couldn’t leave Oscar.

“Please, sir. Oscar won’t be late again.” My eyes stung from the sweat running into them. “I promise.”

Mr. Malice turned toward Oscar. “Oh, that’s not all he did. Isn’t that right, boy? Serves me right for hiring a gypsy.” He raised his foot. He was going to kick Oscar’s face.

“I said stop!” In that instant, everything was illuminated, surrounded by a halo of light, like when you squint into the sun. I clearly saw a dark gray cloud around Mr. Malice. I had no time to decide if it was real or imagined.

My anger compressed into a tight ball in my chest. I wished I could throw it at him like a knife. The air crackled with the sound of breaking ice. The hair on my arms rose up and a thunderous roar enveloped me. It felt as if something erupted from within me, cracking open my ribs.

The explosion threw us both back. Mr. Malice landed against a trolley loaded with tie rods, knocking it over. The deafening sound of metal crashing into metal reverberated through the factory. I hit the floor, my head smacking hard on the concrete, my last thought to wonder who’d tell my father I was dead.


Chapter Two

The Nightmare

I opened my eyes to a hovering circle of concerned faces as all hell broke loose around me. The tie rods had fallen on top of the boss. The boys, seeing I was not dead, rushed to Oscar’s side. He was still crumpled on the floor screaming, clutching his legs.

Two runners were dispatched, one to the livery for a horse cart to get Oscar home, and the other to fetch the ambulance coach to take Mr. Malice to the hospital. He lay unconscious amid the wreckage.

Tony reached out and pulled me up from the floor. As soon as I was on my feet, the foreman we called Scarface marched over and yelled, “Back to work!” He pointed the way, but the factory spun around me.

Tony seized me as my body swayed to one side. “Yes, sir,” I said. My skull felt like it had been cracked in half. “It’s just that I’m seeing two of you, sir.”

He swiped the air and huffed. “Ah, get on home, then. You’ll damage the equipment. Don’t come back ’til Monday morn, but mind you, come with yer head on straight or don’t bother coming back a’tall.”

“Yes, sir,” I murmured.

“Either way,” he added, “I’m docking yer wages for time off.”

Tony was permitted fifteen minutes to walk me home. As we passed people in the street, flashes of light blurred my vision and sent pain stabbing through my head. I lowered my eyes, relying on Tony to guide me.

“Something must’ve set off that blast,” Tony said. “Avery, are you listening to me?” He shifted, supporting my weight. “Try to remember.”

I was trying, but my brain was spinning with thoughts that made no sense. “I’m sorry. I heard you. But my head feels like it’s in a vise.”

“We need to know what caused that explosion.” He slowed his pace to match my dragging feet. “Malice is gonna blame us.”

“I don’t know what happened, Tony.” It was not a lie, although I did feel I was somehow responsible. He shook his head, clearly disappointed. I kept my gaze on the street. “Did you notice anything?” I asked, wondering if he’d seen the fog gathering around Mr. Malice. “A flash, or smoke, maybe?”

“Nope. Nothing. The blast was huge, like the air was charged. No smoke though.” We wove our way through pushcart vendors hawking their wares along the street. Stepping deftly, Tony added, “So long as Malice is in the hospital, that louse Scarface is in charge.”

A boy raced forward, almost knocking into us. “Hey, watch it, chump!” Tony yelled.

I glanced at the boy and immediately regretted it. An image shot through my mind like a shard of glass, too fast for me to make out. Then another, from a man staring at me as he walked by. I cringed and covered my eyes, stumbling over my own feet. These people must think me a drunkard.

“You okay?” Tony tightened his grip on my arm.

I nodded. Tony was right; Roland Malice was bad enough, but Scarface was even worse. A power-hungry Irishman, Scarface had been at the Works so long his face had taken on the look of pitted metal, long scars searing his skin like jagged welds.

“You should rest.” Tony sighed. “Can’t believe Scarface gave you today and tomorrow off. Wish I didn’t have to work on Saturday.”

“You heard him. He’s worried about the equipment, not me. Besides, he’s not paying me.”

“That piker will skin my beans, too, if I don’t hurry.” When we reached my building, he said, “I got to get back,” and turned to go.

“Wait.” I shielded my eyes with my hand. “Send for me if anyone’s taking heat for this. Oh, and Tony, what did Mr. Malice mean when he said that wasn’t all Oscar did?”

“I don’t know, but whatever it was, Oscar sure paid for it good.” Tony left me at my door and took off running back to the factory. I unlocked the shop and went inside. My father was out. On Fridays he mined the salvage yards for parts for his inventions.

My mind swirled with questions. I remembered the haze of darkness around Mr. Malice and the powerful surge within my body. Did I somehow cause the explosion? It didn’t seem possible, but I’d felt like Bessie erupting. And the walk home was torture, the visions erratic.

I wished I could ask my mother about her visions. A long time ago, she’d tried to tell me. She’d been in bed with a cloth tied over her eyes. She often did this, said it kept her from “seeing things.” In public she wore small spectacles with darkened lenses. Weeks earlier, the local Brooklyn Heights doctor had diagnosed her with “female hysteria” because she was prone to dizzy spells and melancholia.

Mother had asked me to sit with her. I was glad her eyes were covered. Sometimes when she looked at me, it was like she saw right through me.

“Avery, tell me about school. Is that nice Mrs. Bell helping you with your elocution?”

Earlier that day, I’d refused to read aloud in front of the class with everyone staring, whispering hurtful things at me like witch or devil’s daughter. Mrs. Bell had lashed my knuckles with a ruler.

“Mrs. Bell says I’m quite good at reciting Longfellow,” I’d lied.

My mother had lifted the cloth and raised one eyebrow at me. I’d put my hands behind my back to hide the red welts.

“Avery, I think it’s time I tell you about my visions. You need to understand what I’m going through.” She’d pushed herself up onto one elbow. “Are children teasing you again?”

My cheeks flushed as I’d jumped up. “Yes. They tease me. Because of you. They say you’re a mad witch.” I’d run out the door, slamming it behind me. She’d never mentioned the visions again.

I felt the hole in my chest expand. And now, I’m becoming the lunatic.

Shrugging off my soot-stained jacket, I pulled my work gloves from the pocket and inspected them for holes. Small ember burns, but nothing I couldn’t repair. These gloves, my helmet, and my goggles were my only protection. I had to take good care of them. Thankfully, nothing had been ruined in the explosion.

The thought of going back to work made me shaky inside. But I had to. And when I did, I’d either get beaten or fired. I wasn’t sure which was worse. Welding was the only thing I knew how to do. I’d been at the Works since Father and I lost everything, and I was the best welder they had—now that Alexander was gone, anyway. Maybe that would count for something. Besides, if any blame was coming down on the boys, I had to be there.

I collapsed onto my bed fully clothed, hoping to escape my own thoughts. My head ached and my eyelids grew heavy.

I was a little girl hiding under the sofa. I watched Mama’s lace-up boots pacing back and forth. She turned to answer a rapid knock on the door, the skirt of her dress sweeping over my arm. A man in a cloak and top hat entered the parlor, bringing with him a cold breeze that swirled around my legs. I tucked my bare feet under the hem of my nightgown.

A series of metallic clicks sounded—Papa’s clock, about to begin its on-the-hour routine. This clock had a little Mama, a little Papa, and a little me, spinning in an endless ring-around-the-rosy. I counted the chimes. Eleven.

The man placed his hat and gloves on the table. His face reminded me of mine when I’d been crying: red-rimmed puffy eyes, blotchy cheeks. He folded his cloak over the arm of the sofa. Something concealed within its folds clunked against the wooden frame.

“Madame Kohl,” he said, bowing his head.

“Mr. Edwards, what can I do for you?” she said.

I was supposed to be sleeping, not spying on Mama.

The man took a shaky breath. “Thank you for seeing me at this hour. It’s about my wife.”

“Please. Come sit.” She motioned to two chairs near the fireplace. While he settled into one, she poured tea.

He cleared his throat. “I don’t know what I am to do.” He picked up the teacup, but his hand shook so much the spoon rattled wildly. He put the cup back on the tray without a taste.

Mama sat, hands folded in her lap. She looked pretty in her dinner gown, hair piled high.

The man shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I believe she has . . .” He spoke to the floor. “How can I say . . . been unfaithful to me.” He coughed as if the words hurt his throat. “I love her still. But my good name . . . Madame Kohl, you must understand—we have children. A man in my position . . .” His voice trailed off.

Mama leaned forward and took a slow sip of tea. Then she tilted her head and said, “Mr. Edwards, let us open our eyes and see, really see. Shall we?”

“But how? I heard you could help me, but now that I’m here, I don’t know how you possibly can.”

“Did you bring a photograph?”

The man removed a tintype from his breast pocket and handed it to her. I wished so badly I could see it.

Peeling off her lace gloves, Mama laid the photo on her open palm. She placed her other hand over it. It was so quiet I held my breath for fear they would hear it.

Their eyes met, and it was as if the man and Mama were seeing something that I could not. His eyebrows went up and then down. It was no more than a minute, but everything had changed. He sat up straighter.

“Ahhh.” He nodded. “I thought I would go mad. I thought I must defend her honor, but now I see I was wrong. She is innocent and I am a fool. How can I ever repay you, Madame? Will you accept a note?”

“I do not want your money, Mr. Edwards.” She stood, smoothing her skirt, and glanced at the photograph before handing it back to him. “She’s very young, your wife. Be kind to her. Now, alas, it is getting late.” She rolled her gloves back on.

“Yes, yes,” he said. “I’ll be on my way.”

At the door he gathered his things, took her hand, and brushed his lips against the lace. Mama opened the door. He started out, then turned back to face her.

“I am ashamed of what I might have done.” He reached into his cloak and removed a small gun. My heart skipped a beat. I’d seen Papa’s Civil War musket, but this one was small enough to fit into my own hand. “I . . . I cannot go home with this.”

Mama nodded. Without another word, he placed it on the table, donned his hat, and left.

She stared at the gun. The only sound was the tick, tick, tick of the second hand. My mother lifted the tiny weapon and brought it slowly to her temple. I wanted to call to her, but my throat squeezed shut. Then her eyes opened wide. She dropped her arm and held the gun with two fingers as if it was disgusting, as if it was one of Papa’s oil rags. With her other hand, she pressed her hair back in to place and dabbed her face with a handkerchief. After she left, I heard her toss the gun in the rubbish bin in the kitchen.

I took a deep breath, my mind full of questions I was too afraid to ask. Sliding out, I ran to the window to see if the man was still there.

He was not. I squinted my eyes at the dark. One shadow shifted, just slightly, just enough to catch the circle of amber light from the gas lamp. Just enough for me to see its face.

It stood out stark white under long straggly hair. Small ratty eyes looked right at me, one of them catching the light oddly. The pointy nose tipped up on the end, like that of a skeleton. Its thin red mouth cut across its ghostly skin. I gasped, knowing even then that I would have nightmares of that white face. I was about to scream, but it raised a finger to its lips, like Mama did to shush me.

I jerked open my eyes, inhaling sharply. My mouth had gone dry. The nightmare felt lodged in my throat, choking me. My father had not returned, and every click of a gear and hammer of a chime made me jump. Dark shadows crouched in the corners of the shop.

I had to get out.


Chapter Three

Ink

I charged up the steep stairs, six floors to the roof of our building, and gulped the fresh air. The cool breeze soothed my searing headache and cleared away the sharpness of my dream.

Although Father was still out, he probably knew something had happened. Any time there was an accident at the factory, a whistle blasted out over the neighborhood, taunting spouses who lived in fear of its piercing sound. With all the moving machinery and scorching fire, it was not uncommon for a man to go down, but not the children. The welding area was considered safe. School would’ve been safer, of course, but no one liked to talk about that.

I missed school. I’d been foolish enough to think I might be the first in my family to go to college. My dream of attending Vassar women’s college in the Hudson River Valley had slipped through my fingers like boiled bacon grease. Both an education and the security of an affluent husband were out of my reach now. The education was the loss I felt the hardest. I hadn’t realized at the time that our social standing was so shaky or the slide into poverty so slick.

When money got tight, my father took me out of St. Ann’s, where wealthy Brooklyn Heights children studied. As Grace made perfectly clear this morning, I no longer belonged to that world.

Then Father moved us to the tenements. We rented a one-room shop, divided into storefront and sleeping areas, in Vinegar Hill, the area named after a distant battle in Ireland. To me, it was just a sour taste in my mouth. My father hung a large clock outside the shop, and a sign saying New and Repairs, but nowhere did it say our name.

Somehow, the wounded soldiers found us anyway. Now Father spent more time working on his inventions than on selling clocks. His latest creation was a mechanical eye that could restore sight to Union soldiers who had lost one of their own. And every time one of his war comrades showed up, he stayed out drinking all night. I knew he never charged them for the gadgets he created, as if we could afford to be so generous.

I clenched my teeth. His kindness didn’t bother me nearly as much as his obsession with a secret project, one he spent the rest of his time working on. Whenever I asked him about it, he evaded my questions. When I was little, his workshop in our old house was a place of marvel and wonder to me. Here, it was a mystery in the basement boiler room, kept locked away from all eyes, including mine.

Why can’t he get a real job? I felt my blood heating, making my head throb all the more. I lifted the cord around my neck, absently playing with the trinkets I’d collected over the years. Among them were gears from my father’s menagerie clock, the key to our old house, a silver ring from my friend Khan, and the C and K from my mother’s Remington typewriter—her initials.

Looking out over the city from the roof of our building usually calmed me, the height a welcome respite from the dirty, crowded streets below. But tonight fear raced around my aching skull. What is happening to me? Am I to end up cloistered away in the Tombs, like my mother?

What I knew of the Tombs was no more than most. It was a notoriously awful prison for the worst criminals of the city. The basement housed an equally horrid lunatic asylum. The asylum’s security officers wore masks that resembled the head of a crow, for no reason I could imagine other than to instill fear. It was cruel, to say the least. People were superstitious about crows, especially the old folks, who spit over their left shoulder at the sight of one. My father said it was stuff and nonsense.

A rhyme about crows suddenly came to me, one that Grace and I used to chant while we were skipping rope.

One for sorrow,

Two for mirth,

Three for a funeral,

Four for birth,

Five for heaven,

Six for hell,

Seven, you’ll see the devil himself.

I’d never noticed the dark nature of our words. It was just a song we all sang. A chill ran over my spine, and I rubbed my arms briskly. Thank goodness for Seraphine. She kept crows from nesting anywhere near our building.

I took a deep breath and focused on the view.

To the east was the navy yard, tall masts in the river, abandoned dirigibles in the field, ribs exposed like dead dinosaurs. I wondered if one of the crumpled heaps was the balloon my father had piloted in the Civil War. To the west, the sun set through the construction of the Brooklyn Bridge, emblazoning it, as if the metal were still molten. South—the ever-growing thicket of buildings crowding the steeple of St. Ann’s. And in front of me? I gazed past my work boots, propped up on the parapet, to the island of Manhattan, where my mother was imprisoned. It was beautiful from afar, but unless you were wealthy and lived uptown among the grand estates and wide boulevards, it was a pit of depravity and filth.

If only my mother had kept her visions to herself, the crows might not have taken her. Three years she’d been gone. My eyes burned and I felt the familiar ache inside my chest. My temples pulsed as the pain spread behind my forehead. I had to make this stop. If I go mad, who will take care of my father?

Seraphine chirped at me from her sheltered roost, bringing me back to the rooftop panorama. “I know, Sera,” I whispered. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

The view was the one thing I loved about Vinegar Hill. The river glinted shimmery gold. The nearby bridge tower seemed to belong more to heaven than to earth. A forest of sailships swayed and clanged in front of the blocky Manhattan skyline spiked by church steeples and cupolas. The tallest of them was Trinity Church. Its soaring spire and gilded cross welcomed sailors as warmly as any lighthouse beacon.

But most of all, I loved the airships. Tied up for the night, they hovered above the city like sleeping mammoths, the green glow of their mercury-vapor lamps visible in the night sky. I counted fourteen airships. They came in from all over the world. I imagined climbing aboard the steam-powered Cloud Voyager, the biggest, and setting sail for the West Indies or the Panama coast. I wished for somewhere warm, somewhere with color, away from the grimy gray buildings and congested streets of New York. Out there in the dusk, maybe my mother had the same wish.

The flapping of laundry lines being towed in rose from the narrow alley between tenement buildings, rusty pulleys squealing in protest, echoed by the buzz of women’s voices as they caught up on the day. At least the reek of the air shaft seemed stifled by the cold. Built to bring light to the lower levels, it was used instead as a garbage chute to nowhere, and was filled nearly to the roof. Since we had a shop, our windows looked onto the street. Our neighbors, though, had fetid fluid leaking into their apartments.

I sensed someone behind me before I heard any sound. I spun around, nearly falling off the wooden bench onto the gravel rooftop.

“Khan. Why do you always sneak up on me?” I let out my breath. Thank goodness no visions invaded my mind when I looked at him.

Khan laughed. “Because I can, Little Bird.” When we were kids, he thought my name meant birdcage. The nickname lingered.

Seraphine shrieked and hopped along the low wall. She loved Khan. He took something small and dead out of his pocket and tossed it to her. Quickly, she snared it with her sharp beak, then, gripping it with one claw, ripped it apart, swallowing it piece by piece.

He held up an oil lamp and studied my face, then carefully placed the lamp on the end of the bench. I hadn’t realized it had gotten so dark.

Khan continued to stare at me, his intensity unnerving. “Why do you hide up here?” he asked, in his slow, deep voice.

“Whatever do you mean, sir? I am not hiding.” I swept my arm toward the expansive view of the city. “I’m surveying my kingdom.” When he didn’t laugh, I looked across the water, in the direction of the Tombs. “I don’t know. I can think up here.”

He removed his hat, the worn brown Stetson he always wore. “Heard the whistle earlier. Someone told me there was an explosion. I came as soon as I could. Are you all right?”

“It’s . . . it’s nothing,” I stammered. “Banged my head pretty hard, is all.” I rubbed the painful lump under my hair. “Good thing for my helmet.”

“There’s something else bothering you. Isn’t there?” He spoke to me as if I were a child, even though he was only a few years older than me. “I know you too well, Avery. Tell me.”

When I didn’t answer, Khan sat down beside me and took my hand, his thumb absently massaging my palm. Down in the streets, he would never touch a white girl. But I’d known him my whole life, and up here on the roof we could be ourselves. Khan was my closest friend, really my only friend, other than the boys at work. A wave of pain cut through me as I thought of the disgust in Grace’s eyes that morning.

Khan’s full name was Khaniferre Soliman. At the Battle of Fort Pillow, Tennessee, in 1864, my father, a Civil War Balloon Corps aeronaut, saw a group of black slaves being gunned down as they tried to flee. So he disobeyed direct orders and landed his balloon in enemy territory. He’d rescued little Khan and his grandmother, but the rest of their family was killed. My father’s discharge papers did not mention them or the black Union soldier he’d also managed to get to safety, only the fact that the balloon had been damaged beyond repair. In recognition of his bravery and heroism, my father lost his military pension and his right leg, shattered by Confederate fire aimed at the low-flying balloon.

Once, I asked my father if he regretted his decision. He’d placed his hand on his metal leg and said, “Had I left them to die, Avery, had I watched and done nothing, then I would’ve lost my soul instead of my leg.”

My father had survived ground fighting in many of the war’s bloodiest battles—Shiloh, Antietam, and Stones River. Ironically, when he joined the Balloon Corps, he thought he’d be safer. In his typically positive way, he told me a benefit of losing his leg was that he was spared fighting at Gettysburg, where over fifty thousand men had died.

I traced my finger over the black ink tattoo on Khan’s muscular forearm. “This one new?” The complex design spiraled and swirled, connecting seamlessly with the rest of the patterns on his arm. They disappeared under the pushed-up sleeve of his muslin work shirt.

“Um-hum.” He looked out over the river toward the city as the gas lamps sputtered to life, outlining the streets in a beautiful and intricate pattern—rather like his tattoos.

“She plan to cover your whole body?” His grandmother was systematically tattooing Khan in the ways of the old world. Among his people—descendants of the black pharaohs of ancient Egypt—he would have been a prince. With the knives he wore crisscrossing his body, he looked more like a rogue than royalty.

“It is who I am,” he said.

Must be nice, I thought, to know who you are. These last few years I felt like I was living someone else’s life, someone who scrounged for every penny, whose hands were dry and cracked from doing the wash and the cooking and the cleaning after welding all day. Someone who’d lost her mother and seemed increasingly disconnected from her father. And worst of all, someone who had, quite possibly, inherited her mother’s madness.

I laid my head on Khan’s shoulder. “Remember when we used to pretend you were Paul Revere and you’d flash a lantern at me from your house?” My old bedchamber window in Brooklyn Heights had a direct view of the wharf where he lived with his grandmother. “I wonder if I could see it from here, too.”

“What does it matter?” Khan said. “I am not Paul Revere.” As if he’d made his point, he stood, pulling me with him. “Come on, you’re shivering.”

Somewhere along the way, the streets had hardened Khan. I understood; it was survival of the fittest out there. Still, I missed the Khan who told me magical stories of his faraway ancestral land, tales passed down to him by his grandmother.

Sighing, I ran my hands over Seraphine’s silky feathers and placed her on her roost. Before we headed down, I turned back to Khan. His brown skin gleamed in the moonlight. His mane of hair, braided into long thin tubes, brushed past his shoulders, and his golden-brown eyes, lion’s eyes, made me feel warm and safe. I could trust him with my secret.

“Khan, I must ask you something.” He’d known my mother as well as anyone had. “Do you remember the things folks said about my mother? How they whispered about her, called her a witch?” I looked down at my feet as he waited for me to continue. “How after she was gone, no one mentioned her name, as if she’d never existed?”

As I spoke, other painful memories bobbed to the surface of my mind, like dead fish in a bucket. I recalled the shopkeepers’ sympathetic stares and the hushed whispers of the neighbors. I felt tears on my face and swiped them away.

“I remember, Avery,” Khan said.

“Well, I . . . I think I might have what she has. I don’t even know what it is, but I’m scared.” He was silent, listening. I wanted him to tell me I was wrong, that I was imagining it. He didn’t. “What if . . .” I took a deep breath. “What if I’m going mad, too?”

There. My secret was out. I almost flinched, as if the crow men could swoop out of the sky and snatch me from the roof.

Khan looked at me for a long while. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d turned to stone in there.” His smile lifted me momentarily, but my heart did feel like stone. He took my face in his hands, wiping my tears with his thumbs. “My ouma says fear itself does not make one weak, only the denial of it.”

This was the old Khan talking now. His hands were warm on my face. I looked up at him, the gold of his eyes dancing in the flickering light. My breath caught in my throat. His face was close. I let my gaze fall to his full mouth, the strong jaw shadowed with stubble.

When did my friend become so handsome? As kids we’d pretended one day we would marry, but I’d never really thought of him as anything other than a friend. So, why is my skin tingling under his touch?

Distracted, I removed his hands from my face and went over to the parapet wall. I rested my chin on my fists and stared out into the darkness. The hour after twilight, when night cloaked the streets and the lamplighter had not yet made it to our area on his rounds, the shadows were as thick and black as coal tar. They oozed into crevices and puddled in the alleyways. The only light came flickering warily from the windows facing the street.

“What brought these feelings on now?” Khan asked.

“It started around my birthday,” I said. “I . . . I began to see things. After the explosion today . . . it was dreadful, worse than ever. I know this sounds absurd, but I fear I may have somehow caused the explosion. And this afternoon I had the strangest dream, one I think I’ve had before. There was a hideous man. He—”

I was about to describe the dream to Khan, but the words caught in my throat. Something shifted in the shadows below.


Chapter Four

A Coin for a Boy

I fixed my eyes to the spot where the darkness seemed to lengthen into a pointy beak-like shape. The hair on my arms rose. “Khan,” I whispered. “Come here. Do you see anything across the street?”

He leaned over, squinting. “No. There’s nothing there.”

I pointed. “Near that alley.”

He shook his head. “Avery, this dream you had is giving you paranoia.”

Whistling drifted up from the street and a little bobbing light approached: the lamplighter. He lifted a long pole with a wick on its end, touching it to the gas lamp. Poof, the lamp sprung to life. The shadows shrank back as if afraid of the light. There was nothing there.

“I could have sworn . . .” I rubbed my strained eyes. “Never mind.” Now that the darkness was dispelled, people emerged from their homes. “Thank you for coming to check on me, Khan. What would I do without you?” His friendship for me had never wavered. Once again I recalled my encounter with Grace. If I’d been dressed in finery, would she have treated me differently? I was the same person on the inside, wasn’t I?

“Will you be all right alone?” He pulled me into a hug. I felt the muscles of his chest tighten.

“I’m fine,” I said, leaning into his embrace, although I trembled when we made our way down the stairs.

“I have business in Manhattan tomorrow, but I’ll come by again soon.”

I watched through the window as Khan left. Then I lit all the oil lamps, chasing away the shadows within the shop, but even that did not calm my nerves. To keep busy, I wound the clocks and organized my father’s tools, swept the ashes around the stove, and wiped spots off the glasses. With nothing left to do, I picked through leftover chicken pie. And still Father did not return.

The ticking of the clocks seemed to grow louder with every passing moment. I decided I did not want to stay here alone. My father’s favorite tavern was only a few blocks away, and this was not the first time I’d have to persuade him to come home. But it bothered me that I was afraid. I was acting like a child. Khan was right—the nightmare had shaken me.

I grabbed a coat and hat to hide my hair. Then I snuffed the lamps, locked the shop, and headed north. The night was crisp and clear. Coarse salty air gusted from the river, chilling the tip of my nose. I dug my hands into my pockets, keeping my head down as I walked. It wouldn’t do for a girl to be out by herself this time of night, at least not a respectable one.

The streets of Vinegar Hill degenerated with each hour that passed. Barroom brawls often tumbled out onto the sidewalk, and sailors, sunburned and intoxicated, staggered into the streets. Although Manhattan had the most notorious gangs, here in Brooklyn we had ruthless river pirates who made the nearby docks a treacherous place at night.

I walked in the shadows, skirting the amber pools of light from the gas lamps. People ignored me; probably thought I was one of the homeless who huddled in doorways and hunted through rubbish bins. Darkness offered obscurity. I laughed at myself. One moment I’m afraid of the shadows, the next I’m seeking them out.

At the intersection of Plymouth and Pearl, I peered around the corner and sucked in my breath. The monstrous Brooklyn Bridge tower loomed above like a cathedral in the sky, the moon shining through its gothic arches. On one side of the street were two pubs overflowing with sailors, dirigible pilots, and stevedores from the navy yard. On the other side was the new opium den, brass doors flanked by onion-shaped burners, smoke infusing the air with an exotic odor.

Word on the street was, the government was soon going to prohibit Chinese immigration. Of course, this made the dens more popular. After all, who would feed the addiction if they shut down? I was glad my father did not go there, but I didn’t understand the ban; I’d seen the massive arm and torch of a statue that was being built to welcome all immigrants. Industry certainly seemed to be booming with the available labor, and neighborhoods flourished when immigrants moved in, opening shops and ethnic markets.

The doorman at Sweeney’s Saloon recognized me, despite my hat and coat. He tipped his flat cap and spoke in his thick Irish brogue. “Me eyes must be playing tricks on me. How are ye, Miss Avery? Ain’t been here in a while, now, have ye?”

“Good evening, Mr. Craig. I’m trying to find my father. Have you seen him?”

“Aye, I did. Ye just missed him.” He pointed. “Headed up the street with that bloody rough-looking black friend of his.”

“You must mean Mr. Thorn.”

He nodded, his scowl revealing exactly what he thought.

“He looks intimidating,” I said, “but Mr. Thorn’s a good man.”

“Think what ye like, but anyone packing steel and lead like that’s looking for trouble.”

It was no use arguing and no use looking for my father, either. If he was with Jeremiah Thorn, who knows where he’d be? I thanked Mr. Craig and turned back toward home, the walk feeling longer now.

“Mind yerself out there,” Mr. Craig called after me. “If he comes back, I’ll tell’m yer scouting for him.”

I walked fast, eager for bed. I still had a headache, but at least I wasn’t seeing things.

Halfway home, a tall coach, pulled by four black horses, clopped by me. It came to a stop ahead. I glanced behind, then back toward the coach. The block was deserted except for a group of boys squatting around a tin can, flames licking up toward their fingerless gloves. Acting on instinct, I ducked into a darkened doorway. The horses huffed plumes of cold mist and scraped their hooves impatiently.

Hair rose on the back of my neck. Something seemed strange about the coach. It was unlike any I’d seen before. The driver, perched on a high seat up front, wore a hooded cloak instead of the typical livery. But it was the exterior cladding that was most curious. The coach appeared to be made of riveted black metal and had wheels cast of iron. No wonder it required four horses instead of the usual two.

The door opened. A well-dressed man in suit and derby emerged. I pressed back deeper into shadow. The man stepped toward the boys, who looked up, ready to flee. They were glued in place by a purse jingling in the man’s palm, restraining them better than if he’d held a gun.

“Come on over here, boys,” he said, holding the purse up. “Who wants to earn a fifty-cent piece?”

They glanced around as if unsure, but I knew what they were thinking. That much money could buy a pound of mutton chop and a dozen eggs.

“I am a doctor. We are testing citizens for a rare psychological condition,” he continued. “It only takes a moment. Doesn’t hurt at all.”

The tallest of the bunch strode over. “I’ll do it,” he said.

The man pocketed the purse and reached into the coach, pulling out a metal contraption. He fitted it onto the boy’s head. The rest gathered close to watch. I couldn’t tell what it did, but after a moment the man told the boy he was done and removed it.

“Where’s my coin?” The boy held out his hand.

“You’ll get it. After all of you are tested.”

The boy pushed one of the others forward. “Come on, do it,” he said. “Don’t be a chicken. I didn’t even feel it.”

They lined up. One by one, the man tested them, saying nothing. When he was finished, he put the machine away. I heard him talking to someone concealed within the darkness of the coach. “Yes, sir,” he said. “Worked just like you said it would.” Then he counted out seven coins from his purse.

But there were eight boys.

He threw his arm in the air, tossing the coins away from him. “Thank you very much, boys. Here you go!”

The coins rolled over the cobblestones. The boys, whooping and hollering, clambered over each other to find them in the dark. They did not see the man grip the arm of one of the boys, or hear him mutter roughly, “You’re coming with us.”

“No! I won’t!” The boy kicked and thrashed. His hat fell off his tight curly hair.

I was about to yell out when two more men jumped from the coach. The boy went rigid, as did I. The men wore black-beaked leather
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