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When you kiss me, be careful,

I bite back.

I’m telling you now that I can’t be trusted

to be who you want me to be.

I know what you did to us.

The rope in the tree.

The stones in the river.

The way you wrapped your arms around us

thinking you’d drag us down.

Look under your bed,

Look in the closet.

See if you’re still so sure.

Kiss me again and you’ll understand

everything we ever were.

Everything I am right now.








VERITAS

THE FIRST WITCH OF CAMBRIDGE


Dear Reader,

Once upon a time, women were drowned in the river and the only witnesses were the crows in the trees. The Puritans blamed Eve for the sins of the world, insisting that all women should be punished in her name.

We kept ourselves hidden.

We told no one that we cried, or mourned, or fell in love.

Everything we did was done in the dark. Everything was a secret.

Until it wasn’t.





WE FLY TOGETHER
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FIRST YEAR

Fall 1950–Spring 1951
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We can see who you are





CHAPTER ONE

In every story there is a beginning, and this was hers, the one she had been waiting for all her life. Ava Abbot had grown up in Genesis, Maine, a town too small to be on the map, the only child of a couple who tended an apple orchard. Her parents vowed they would never travel beyond the state line, insisting there was nothing to be found in the outside world other than chaos and crime. To venture forth was foolhardy and dangerous, they insisted, and yet from as far back as she could remember, all Ava had wanted to do was run away.

With her red hair and ink-black eyes, Ava seemed almost too beautiful to be real. Of course, there were flaws. She had been born with an eleventh finger on her left hand, an abnormality that had been removed when she was little more than a baby, but the scar still stung on damp, rainy days. Wary neighbors told their children that Ava had come from the underground land where fairies resided beneath the twisted roots of the apple trees. Don’t talk to her, they whispered. Don’t even glance in her direction. Something was different about her, that much was clear. Something that made them stay away.

There were no mirrors in the house where Ava grew up, for such things were said to encourage vanity, but she had seen her reflection in the still water of the pond at the edge of their land. Whenever she caught sight of herself, she half-believed she’d spied a stranger. She didn’t resemble her parents, and her long hair looked ruby red, so bright she had to blink. She had come to believe she didn’t belong in a house where the front door was double-locked every night at the hour when the world disappeared into darkness.

She was someone else entirely. Someone she didn’t know.

Jeanne and John Abbot, Ava’s parents, were strict and no-nonsense, far older than most other children’s parents, with their hair already turning white. Ava’s mother sat beside her when she had fevers, and made her soup from scratch; she checked in on her every night, but she was a strict caretaker and Ava was expected to follow the rules. The Abbots didn’t believe in praising children or marveling at their every accomplishment. A child was to follow the household rules and not set themselves above others. Lock the door, pick the apples, sit out at the farm stand, braid your hair, come right home, don’t go to the library.

Ava felt ashamed each time she wished for another life. She didn’t dare defy her parents, but she envied other girls in town. It was difficult to ignore how different she was, and not to wonder how that difference had come to be. Crows gathered on her windowsill, refusing to depart unless her mother banged on an old pan with a wooden spoon to drive them away. Ava knew that crows were faithful and unafraid of people; they brought messages from the other side, and they brought good fortune as well. When they rose into the air, Ava found herself lifting off the ground along with them, just an inch or so, but floating all the same until she was pulled back down by her mother’s quick hand. Ava knew there was something her parents were keeping from her. If she asked too many questions, they locked her in her room. Each time they found the books she brought home from the library, they burned them in a barrel out by the barn. If they saw her try to fly, they tied her to the ground. Then one night someone left her a message scratched into the wood of her windowsill with a sharp knife. I know where you are. That brought her comfort. In time, she learned to climb out the window. She perched there, speaking to the birds, biding her time, knowing there would come a day when she could fly.

“Don’t you do that again,” Ava’s mother said when she discovered how Ava had escaped. “Not if you’re half as smart as you think you are. I need you to be a good girl and do what I say.”

A rope was looped around Ava’s waist, and she was tied to a chair, kept there until she learned her lesson and remained where she belonged, feet on the ground, nothing more than an ordinary girl.

On Ava’s thirteenth birthday, her parents had presented her with a silver necklace her mother said had been handed down through the family, but the chain had turned black as soon as it was looped around Ava’s throat. Her parents had exchanged a worried look, then had quickly taken back their gift. It was a test, that much was obvious, and she had failed. “Never wear silver,” her mother had said in a solemn voice.

It was one more rule among many. Ava knew she must beware of strangers, especially if they pretended to know her. She’d been instructed that in this rural part of Maine there were women who walked the country lanes dressed in black, carrying branches of hazel wood, which allowed them to see in the dark as they searched for children to bewitch and spirit away. Ava couldn’t help but wonder why a stranger would want her when she was a nobody, even in her parents’ eyes, a seemingly unexceptional girl, who was forced to keep her talents to herself. She sneaked into the library whenever possible, immersed in the novels she found, and she managed to read as many books as she could during school hours while her classmates struggled with their assigned work. She taught herself Italian one year, and studied botany another, and when she received A’s on papers and tests, she tore them up, embarrassed to have done so well.

Ava knew how to keep a secret. She told no one that on some nights she found a black apple on her windowsill. A unique sapling had been planted in the woods, a rare variety called Black Oxford, which had first been grown in Maine in 1799, as sweet as could be. Ava dared to take a bite, and she found it was the most delicious fruit she’d ever tasted.

Apples had been the original charm, Eve’s downfall and Lilith’s delight.

It was the sign that she was meant for a very different life.



Ava was not allowed to bring anyone home from school, not that her classmates would have cared to visit even if they had been invited. They wouldn’t have dared to walk down the long dirt driveway with its gloomy overhang of sweeping branches, or dash past the wild, barking sheepdogs. These same girls flared with jealousy when the boys in school all fell wildly in love with Ava, not that they would ever have been bold enough to approach her. She was quiet, and yet she seemed dangerous, and her nearly black eyes seemed to look right through them—I know what you think and what you want—so the boys teased her instead, calling her a witch, the worst word they could throw at her. And wasn’t it true that she was followed by twelve crows wherever she went? A sign of evil, sure enough. Hadn’t she once turned a stone into a frog? The sign of a witch for certain. The children in town wanted to provoke a reaction with their constant name-calling, but Ava merely slinked back to the orchard, her face dark with shame, wanting to be accepted by them, but feeling the heat of anger in her throat. As for home, it was a place that was more isolated and lonelier each year. The wild sheepdogs with tangled coats and bad tempers roamed the property, and there was an iron gate at the end of the drive that was nearly impossible to open, so that what was the countryside felt like a prison.

You can never trust people’s intentions, Ava’s mother always told her. Those girls at school will steal our apples and tell you lies. They’ll want whatever you have and give nothing in return.

That’s not what I’m worried about, her father would add.

On nights when there was a full moon, Ava’s father often sat on the porch with a rifle. He said he wanted to be prepared if one of the dogs got into a skirmish with a coyote, but whenever a coyote slinked by in the woods, he’d looked the other way. Clearly, John Abbot was waiting for something else. For all the years that Ava was growing up, the outside world stayed where it was meant to be, at the edge of the dirt road. Even when people stopped at their farm stand, where the family sold vegetables in the summer and apples in the fall, there was no one to greet them, only a tin can where they could leave a payment in single dollar bills.



Ava’s parents expected her to remain in Genesis and continue to work in the family orchard after her graduation from high school. Though much of farming was drudgery, there was also joy to be found. Under Ava’s care trees bloomed in early March, the time of year when the surrounding orchards were still in winter’s grip, nothing more than scraggly black sticks. She might never have realized there was an option, she might have indeed stayed on at home, had her science teacher not convinced her to apply to Radcliffe College, an elite school for women considered to be the sister school of Harvard, for her grades blossomed even more than the apple trees, and she was a straight A student.

One morning a large white envelope arrived at the principal’s office. Ava had been afraid to give the family’s address when she sent her application to the school, and she’d never expected to even get a response. As soon as she was told of her acceptance to Radcliffe, she fainted and had to be revived by a secretary who flung a full glass of water in her face. When Ava came to, everyone applauded, and there it was, like it or not. She was special.

There was little Ava’s parents could do once the school announced the good news that she had been offered a scholarship other than glumly accept her new fate. Before she left for Cambridge, they sat Ava down in the parlor and ticked off a list of warnings.

Do your work without asking for praise. Be modest and kind. Be wary at all times. Trust no one. Avoid men who drink and girls who stay out past curfew, for such people will only bring trouble down upon you.

Ava nodded in agreement, not daring to admit that trouble was exactly what she wished for. She wanted it more than anything. She knew about life from the books she sneaked to read at school while her classmates were at recess, novels by Austen and the Brontës and Mary Shelley that had allowed her to see there was another side of life. She didn’t want to be polite at all costs and as plain as possible. She wanted to be surprised by life, to walk along dark streets and kiss someone as if her life depended upon it and dance all night, even if her feet ached in the morning, even if dancing was thought to be wicked and vain.

Her mother left her off in town, where the bus to Boston stopped outside the general store. When Ava looked back she thought she saw her mother crying, but she herself didn’t shed a tear. When she arrived in Cambridge, she immediately pulled off the scratchy, unfashionable gray jacket her mother had stitched by hand to create what she called a proper traveling outfit. Proper was not what Ava was after. She quickly unbraided her hair, allowing it to fall down her back, something she had never been allowed to do in public at home. When she spied a flash of her reflection in a store window, she was astonished to see the person staring back at her. Right then and there, in the middle of Harvard Square, she had decided that from now on she would do exactly as she pleased.



Most students arriving in Radcliffe Yard were accompanied by families who drove up in station wagons or sedans; brothers and fathers leapt out to drag huge steamer trunks across the lawn to the dorms. Ava had only a single black suitcase, and she was most certainly all alone. She stopped in front of the brick dormitory and breathed in the blue air. She might not have a family with her, but she was free to do as she pleased, rescued by an acceptance letter to the place she most wanted to be.

The school had originally been called the Harvard Annex in 1879, then was renamed Society for the Collegiate Instruction of Women, and had finally been called Radcliffe College, after a donor who valued women’s education. The same professors who taught the male students held separate classes for the women, although they were paid far less to do so and many of the most esteemed and respected professors simply refused to teach at Radcliffe, considering it a waste of their time.

Radcliffe and Harvard students often hired tutors to help them through the toughest classes, math and chemistry and the natural sciences. Male and female students received their degrees from separate institutions, and there were scores of guidelines for women that didn’t apply to men, with rules listed in The Red Book, a pamphlet distributed only to newly arrived female students. The book presented a moral and social blueprint they were obliged to follow at all times. Women were not to smoke on the street or wear blue jeans in public, and because it was feared that their presence in classrooms would distract men, female students who insisted on taking science classes, allowed with the president’s approval, were made to sit in hallways rather than classrooms or laboratories so they would not distract the male students. Married female students with children had to leave their children in strollers on the first floor while they ran upstairs to fourth- or fifth-floor classrooms, listening for their babies’ crying and fussing, the sound of which might rise up through the stairwell.

Ava stood where she was, in the middle of Radcliffe Yard, her heart wild with excitement. There were the twelve crows from Maine gathered on the roof, watching over her. She would soon learn that class options for women in the sciences included comparative zoology, numerology, a comparative study of plants, as well as anthropology. Radcliffe students were polite but not pushy, brilliant, but well aware that it was not wise to outshine the men, for who would want to marry you if you were smarter and more accomplished? Better to enter the Miss Radcliffe beauty contest, judged by Harvard professors who would watch the girls read from a provided passage. The winner had a spread in Glamour magazine featuring the ten best-dressed college women in America, a lifetime pass to the Brattle Theatre in Harvard Square, and a stuffed bunny rabbit.

Here it was, the life Ava had always wanted, the one she’d only dared to imagine. Slants of light filtered through the hawthorns and the oak trees. No one knew who Ava was, and she could do exactly as she pleased. That was when she understood that her parents had been right about one thing.

Anything could happen now.





CHAPTER TWO

It was said that everyone had three fates, the one they were born with, the one they walked away from, and the one they made for themselves. Fate was a mystery, with unexpected twists and turns, yet there were those who were sure of what their futures would bring, and Lauren Bell was among them. She was as obstinate as she was fierce, standoffish in a way that lonely people often are. Perhaps it was her loneliness that had caused her to plan out her future when she was a small child, no ifs, ands, or buts. The women in her family had always attended Radcliffe, and Lauren intended to do the same. She couldn’t wait to become a member of the Lilith Society, a secret organization that had begun for women who had been chased out of the city of Boston long ago, those who need to find solace and shelter on the far side of the Charles River. They’d gathered together in a squat black house that was used for those in need, said to have been built by the very same woman who had built the Bells’ house on Brattle Street.

Although Lauren wasn’t a great beauty, she was something more, a true original, unlike anyone else, with a slender body and pale, almost white hair that nearly reached her waist. Her mouth was wide and turned down at the edges, and her dark, gold-flecked eyes could cut you down to size with a fleeting look. Those who dared to examine Lauren closely might notice both her perfect bone structure and her small, sharp teeth. Lauren had been a rebel from the start, even among the Bells. Her parents had done their best, tying a red string around her wrist to keep her centered and down-to-earth, but Lauren’s daring prevailed. She knew she was different, and was proud of it. Often, she took up a needle and pricked her finger just to see her own dark blood. That was how she discovered that she possessed magic.

The Bell women had all been unusual, but they had never wanted their photographs taken or their stories told. It was rumored that their lives had sprung from tragedy, a long time ago, when their ancestors were among the first residents of Cambridge, but they grew like vines, flourishing despite the misfortune they’d known.

The family house on Brattle Street could be found only if you knew the way; otherwise you would likely walk right past, as the postman did on a daily basis, so thoroughly bewildered that he took to setting the mail beneath the tall hedges, hoping for the best. Built more than two hundred years earlier, and always painted the same dark green, the house was tucked away behind some of the last of the elm trees in the Commonwealth, for most of those trees in North America had been ravaged by disease. Members of the Bell family were born with magic in their blood; it was as real as the eleventh fingers on their left hands or their sharp teeth. It wasn’t a choice to be different, it was a legacy, and all of them, including Lauren, knew that it was safer not to reveal their true identities.

In the past, women who were suspected of witchery had been forced into swimming tests to see if they would drown, for witches were said to always float when dunked in water. In Scotland, in 1597, James VI published Daemonologie, a pamphlet insisting there was innate evil in witchcraft, and this small book had led to mass trials and executions. Magic had once been legal in England, considered a natural skill; it often had to do with crops, bees, cows, love, and healing, for every enchantment was a wish fulfilled. The Witchcraft Act of 1542 was England’s first witchcraft law, announcing that witchery was a crime punishable by death, and then in 1563 Queen Elizabeth passed the act against Conjuracons, Inchantments, and Witchcraftes. That was when the fate of those who practiced magic changed and witch-hunters began to lurk on rural roads or in dodgy city streets where sewage ran black and rats gathered.

When men who despised magic traveled across the ocean, New England began to look for witches as well. Fifty years before the witchcraft trials in Salem began, the General Court of the Massachusetts Bay Colony drafted a body of civil and criminal laws in which there were twelve capital offenses, including witchcraft, which was reviled by Increase Mather, the seventh president of Harvard, and even more despised by his son Cotton Mather, a pitiless witchcraft chronicler in Salem who wielded great influence. The Unnamed Art was meant to heal the ill and bring joy to the forgotten, but to the judges of Salem it merited the same punishment as murder.

Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live. Exodus 22:18

It had been three hundred years since their family left Scotland and arrived in Cambridge, and now Lauren and her older brother, Lionel, were the last of the Bells to reside there. They were four years apart but had always been close and could read one another’s minds. Their parents had been archaeologists who had traveled to Greece. They’d met with an accident on the white cliffs where the roots of the olive trees were so old the earth around them broke like clay and the cliffs crumbled down to the sea when more than one person walked on the paths. When their parents didn’t return, Lauren and Lionel made a vow to always look after one another, pricking their fingers and letting their blood flow into the ground, where it turned the red roses black.

Their grandmother Lillian always said that members of their family must be careful, and that long ago they had lost women who were too trusting.

“Who were they?” Lauren would ask, but their grandmother would shake her head. “Best to think of the future, not the past, when it comes to such matters.”

Lillian Bell kept a healing garden where licorice was grown to be made into cakes for coughs. There was shrubby hyssop with green leaves and royal blue flowers for good health, along with ground ivy, which made a tonic good for ringing in the ears, and daisy for eye problems. Rue, once thought to be an antidote to the plague, was a remedy for shingles, earache, and nosebleeds. Rosemary and vervain had been used for healing for centuries, and cunning women who practiced what was called the Nameless Art offered remedies and charms along with love magic amulets consisting of wild pansy, pepper, savory, honey, and blood. Best of all was the night garden, with its luminous white flowers: moonflower, angel’s trumpet, night jasmine, evening primrose.

In families such as theirs, magic was an inherited trait, like brown hair or green eyes. It was best hidden from sight, since the women who preceded them had been hunted down whenever they were found out. Because of this, children had their extra fingers removed and their sharp teeth pulled to hide traits that might identify them. Lauren’s parents had thought these were barbaric practices, and her witch’s teeth were intact, seen only when she laughed, which was a rare occurrence. Her mouth was so red she looked like a flower, although her true intention was to be a thorn.

Lauren’s turn onto the Crooked Path began on the night when she and Lionel were told about their parents’ deaths. She had climbed into one of the cherry trees behind their house, and there she sat shivering all night long. Her heart turned colder with every minute she spent in the dark, and a dozen blackbirds, the birds of mourning, came to nest with her in the branches. Lauren was so sleep-shattered, she’d entered into a trance. She didn’t care if everyone said her parents’ deaths had been an accident, she believed she could have stopped them from going on their last, fateful trip. She’d been ill with the flu, and when her parents came to her room to say good night, they discovered that she was burning up.

We should stay home, her mother had said. Or you go, she told Lauren’s father, and I’ll stay here with Lauren. Her father had looked so disappointed; they always traveled together and were rarely apart, for they’d been deeply in love since the day they met.

I’ll be fine, Lauren had insisted. You should both go.

Her parents had kissed her good night, then they’d left and had never come back. Ever since, Lauren had been convinced she should be punished, she should find someone who would treat her badly, for that was all she deserved, and if she couldn’t find such a person, she would punish herself. She had always been able to turn a sparrow into a stone, but turning your heart to stone was something else entirely. It was not necessarily greed or revenge that convinced a person to study Maleficium and take up the Crooked Path. It was anguish.

When Lauren awoke in the treetop on the dim morning of the day after their parents’ death, she spied her brother seated in a garden chair, wrapped in a blanket, watching over her protectively, as he always did. Don’t fall, he had called, and she’d pulled herself back from the edge. Lionel had begun to save lives when he was only a child, whether they be those of mice, or raccoons, or a baby blackbird, whose descendants still lived in one of their cherry trees and called out to him whenever he passed. Now he had brought Lauren back from the darkest place she’d ever been; if her brother had not been with her in the garden when she was so grief-stricken, she might have jumped.

When they went inside, Lionel made them hot chocolate. To anyone watching, it would have seemed the day was like any other. But it wasn’t. Lauren had changed, the joy she’d had inside had dissolved, and the notion of love now seemed ridiculous to her. By the time their grandmother came into the kitchen, she had already decided to hide the fact that she felt nothing at all.



On the anniversary of their parents’ deaths, Lauren and Lionel walked the paths in Mount Auburn Cemetery, bringing along food for the dead—olive oil, springwater, and honey—so that the spirits of those who had passed would know they were loved and remembered. Mount Auburn was the first garden cemetery in the country, created in 1831 out of a seventy-two-acre farm. The glorious landscape was meant to remind visitors that even after a loved one’s death there was still beauty to be found in the world. The extraordinary grounds had been inspired by the Père Lachaise Cemetery in Paris, filled with Gothic and Neoclassical monuments that looked at eternity as not an end but a beginning. There were hundreds of species of trees, some to be found nowhere else in New England, along with botanic gardens and an arboretum. The landscape was so glorious that when Emily Dickinson visited, at the age of sixteen, she wrote about her experience at Mount Auburn in a letter: It seems as if Nature had formed the spot with a distinct idea in view of its being a resting place for her children, where wearied & dissappointed they might stretch themselves beneath the spreading cypress & close their eyes “calmly as to a nights repose or flowers at set of sun.”

Lionel’s favorite headstone was a life-size English setter who steadfastly waited for his master’s return through all eternity. Lionel always found a stick to add to the pile that other visitors had left between the dog’s paws. Who was to say that we were not in death much the same as we were in life, loyal or not, loving or not? Who was to say that a dog wasn’t the best companion, both in this world and the next? As for Lauren, she was drawn to the angels who were bent over in grief with their capes and lanterns.

Beyond Narcissus Path, several tall cypress trees shaded the Bell family crypt, which had been constructed of white marble. Above the rusted metal door there was the carved image of a caterpillar changing into a moth, an image that signified that all lives were eventually transformed. If one gazed through the iron grating, it was possible to see the stained-glass windows that caused the inner crypt to glow with orange light, casting shadows in the shape of black moths. We are not mortals, and yet here we be was engraved above the door that every member of the family would enter someday. All things ended, magic or not. All things passed away to become one with eternity. Mourners often spied Lauren and Lionel beside the crypt on dim, gray days, ducking beneath the cypress trees when the rain began and, when the sun finally came out, climbing into the highest branches as if they were still children when, in fact, they were fully grown, with lives of their own.



In the final week of her life, Lillian Bell called her grandchildren to her bedside. She had always been discreet, but if there had ever been something to say about the uses and perils of magic, now was the time. Her life was fading, but her magic wasn’t. She kept a witch’s altar on her bureau, where there was a sprig of rosemary, stones from the beach in Provincetown, a bowl of rosewater, and a photograph of her beloved grandchildren. Now she asked them to open the windows so she could breathe in the garden air.

Lauren knew the time of her grandmother’s departure was near when she saw the pattern of the sparrows’ flight in the sky. The black candle on the bedside table had begun to flicker with pale yellow light. For someone without a heart, it was curious that Lauren hid under her blankets and wept. Her tears were black, and they stained the sheets, and when she got out of bed and washed her face, she saw what she had been hiding when she looked into the mirror. The pain was like a blackbird on a black branch in the dark of night. There, whether or not you saw it.

Their grandmother had waited to die until they were old enough to take care of themselves, and now that they were extremely capable, with Lionel a graduate of Harvard College about to enter the medical school and Lauren going off to Radcliffe for her first year. The spirit inside Lillian Bell was ready to move on and had already begun to rise above her.

“Stay,” Lauren said to her each time she sat at her grandmother’s bedside.

“She’ll always be here,” Lionel told his sister. It would be only the two of them now, and even though they didn’t look at one another, they held hands.

Their grandmother was very old by then and had lost many of the people she’d loved, yet she had continued to treat every day as a gift. On her very last day on earth, she called her grandchildren closer, both her bitter granddaughter, who was drawn to the dark side, and her kindhearted grandson, who had so much to give to the world. She gave them the secret to the happiness she’d found in life.

The world will break your heart, but you can repair the world every day. You know who you are, even if no one else does.

The attitude toward their kind hadn’t changed over the centuries. There were no nooses or hanging trees, no swimming tests to see who would drown and who would reveal their true nature by floating, no bonfires meant to burn midwives and healers, yet witch hunts still persisted. The judges now wore gray suits and sat in the halls of Congress, and although they might not prick someone’s finger or throw stones, they ruined lives all the same.

The Korean War had begun in June, and Ethel and Julius Rosenberg had been arrested as Communist spies amid a Russia panic. Senator Joseph McCarthy, who persecuted left-wing intellectuals and artists, ignored First Amendment rights as he searched for traitors and Communists. If you were a free spirit, an artist, a liberal, a writer, you were in jeopardy; if you believed in magic, if you were different, if you spoke your mind, if you loved someone you weren’t supposed to, they would come after you. They used spectral evidence in courtrooms, evidence that was nothing more than gossip and hearsay, just as they had in Salem three centuries earlier. Books were removed from libraries, actors were blacklisted, women had no power over their own bodies. The government was especially suspicious of the city of Cambridge, home to poets and professors, known for progressive thought ever since the first witch of Cambridge had made the city safe for their kind. But safety lasted only so long, and every witch needed to remember the past as she walked into her own future, for what had been could come again.

In the days after their grandmother’s passing, Lauren spent even more time in the family’s vast library of ancient manuscripts. She felt as bitter as she was hurt, as angry as she was lost. Now that Lillian Bell wasn’t there to guide her, Lauren didn’t have to pretend to be on the healing path that had been set out for her, and she certainly didn’t have to hide the fact that she was drawn to the dark side. She felt like a creature who was in a cocoon, about to transform into a different sort of being. After her parents’ deaths she had studied books that would lead her onto the left-handed path of magic. She read The True Black Magic, also known as The Secret of Secrets, a book so precious the only other copy could be found in the Bibliothèque Nationale de France, and she did her best to decipher a manuscript known as The Key of Solomon, a mysterious text written by Jewish magicians on parchment so fragile it was kept under lock and key to ensure the pages wouldn’t disintegrate into ash. There was also a series of French grimoires with vibrant emerald-colored covers in a shade called Paris green, dyed with copper acetoarsenite, a substance so toxic readers needed to wear gloves, for one could easily be poisoned by even the briefest contact. Inside there were recipes for elixirs and potions, along with dozens of love spells.

Each one was a textbook for the practical uses of dark intentions. How to construct a wax revenge figure to bury outside your enemy’s door, how to set up a shield of protection with herbs and enchantments, how to escape from prisons, how to untie ropes, how to avoid love at all costs. Several of the books in the family’s private library were so rare that many academics and practitioners would be shocked to discover they were stored in Cambridge. The History of Magic, by Eliphas Levi, and the Liber Maleficarum, a book of black magic and misdeeds, written in a language no one had yet managed to decipher. The power within the pages of these books was far deeper and more mysterious than anyone might have imagined, and there were times when Lauren became so ill after reading them, the only cure was an elixir of vinegar and salt that she drank in order to make herself vomit so she could rid herself of what she’d just read.

There was a family grimoire of spells and enchantments that was so thick it was difficult to carry, but Lauren wanted something else. Something that belonged to her. She went to Bob Slate’s stationery store in Harvard Square, opened in 1930, and bought a notebook so she might have a grimoire all her own, black, of course, for a grimoire was often called the Black Book. She wrote what she felt and who she was.

I buried my heart beneath a tall tree. I could visit it, but nothing more. In that way I was free to do as I pleased. I never had to feel anything ever again.



Lionel usually avoided bars in Harvard Square, many of which allowed only male customers entry and were frequented by beer-drinking students who threw darts or wagered on football games. Instead, he went to a club called Boston Midtown Rendezvous, but like most bars in Park Square and Scollay Square, the Midtown was watched by the police, often resulting in customers being hauled off to jail if they didn’t have a ten or a twenty to pay off the arresting policeman. Same-sex dancing was outlawed in the Commonwealth, but that rule wasn’t adhered to behind closed doors. There was the waltz, the tango, and best of all, slow dances that lasted for hours, when kisses were both given and received not only in dark corners but right out there on the dance floor.

Just before the police raided, a secret bell would be rung at the front desk, allowing everyone to change partners, so that women were dancing with men before the authorities arrived. So far Lionel had been able to talk his way out of any awkward situations when the police burst into a club, making certain to keep a good amount of cash in his wallet. He would then find his way to a pay phone on a random street corner and call Lauren to come pick him up.

“Find what you’re looking for?” she would always say as he clambered into their grandmother’s old Jeep at the end of the night. She was always surprised by the way in which he could be his truest self, even when it was dangerous to do so. They had gone in opposite directions. Lauren with a heart that she insisted felt nothing. Lionel with a heart that reminded him of who he was at all times. He was someone who believed in love: it healed, it created, it led you to the path you were meant to walk.

Take this twenty, look the other way, what do you care? What is it your business? Did you never want to kiss someone, to steal a few hours, to dance all night?

“Almost,” Lionel would answer. “But not quite.”

“Oh, give up,” Lauren told him. “You’re better off on your own.”

Boys at school had often fallen head over heels in love with Lauren, but not a single one had ever held her interest, and sex certainly hadn’t met her expectations. She had wanted to drown in it, to leave this world behind while held in someone’s arms, but time and time again she found herself desperately bored. She preferred to be in a library, lost in a book.

“People like us shouldn’t ever fall in love,” she told her brother. “We have better things to do with our time.”

“I don’t think I can avoid it,” Lionel said as Lauren sped away. “And I’m not sure I would want to.”

Lionel had the sight, possessing the ability to see into the future. What was to come didn’t present itself to him fully formed, though; instead, it was like spying clouds in the sky, transparent images you could miss if you didn’t look carefully. A kiss, a door flung open, a bower of green leaves, a book filling up word by word, a small dark painting in shades of blue, a man in the shadows who hid who he was but was waiting all the same. Lionel already knew that love would find him; it would follow him home and knock down all the doors. As for his sister, he remembered what Lauren had forgotten. She had a huge heart. It hadn’t been carried off by blackbirds or frozen to ice. It just happened to be broken. She could fight it all she wanted, Lionel knew what he saw, and he knew what her future would bring.

Love was always the answer.





CHAPTER THREE

Before Lauren left for Radcliffe, she searched for her grandmother’s scissors, kept in a desk drawer in the library. They were antique, made of tarnished silver. Without another thought, Lauren chopped off her long, pale hair, which had reached to her waist. She didn’t care about being pretty. She wanted to be true to herself. After her hair was shorn, she gathered the plaits to burn in a brass bowl, watching as the smoke arose in clouds of crimson before it turned black. She closed her eyes and recited a chant that would invoke the witch inside her, the darkest, deepest core of her psyche, a solitary being, as defiant as Adam’s first wife, Lilith, the one who had come before Eve and had refused to do as she was told.

Courage at any cost.

May I face what I fear. May I be my own hero. May I walk through darkness and light.

Lauren gazed at her reflection in the silvered mirror on the wall, hunching closer to examine her pixie cut. That’s what her mother had called her when she was young. My pixie, my treasure, my only daughter. She was once again a pixie, but one who was fiercer than ever. Let Radcliffe girls curl their hair and visit beauty parlors. Let the daughters of lawyers and senators paint their nails pink, and hide how smart they were. Not a single one would look like her. They wouldn’t dare.

Lionel was passing by in the hallway. As soon as he spied Lauren’s new short hairdo, he came into the library, intrigued. Lionel would remain in the family house while attending Harvard Medical School on Longwood Avenue in Boston.

“Are you trying to make yourself look terrible?” he joked. There were strands of hair scattered everywhere, on the blue silk rug and the velvet curtains and spiraling through the air.

“I’m more me this way,” Lauren told her brother as she ran a hand through her clipped hair. It hadn’t been this short since the summer she was nine, the season of loss and rain and heat when she felt faint every time she walked outside, when she sat in the branches of the trees for so long in her black mourning dress their neighbors mistook her for a crow and rattled tin cans to chase her away, for where you find crows, you’ll likely find trouble as well.

Lionel had assumed he’d accompany his sister to school, but Lauren informed him that she’d already had her trunks delivered. The Radcliffe Quad was only half a mile away, and she was happy to walk. This was her new life, and she would no longer be the girl sitting in the tree, terrified of the world below. Instead, she would be the poison in the apple, the fairy queen who was unbreakable. Those who studied black magic followed the path of Hecate, the Greek goddess. They were fearless, they walked in moonlight, they had power flowing through their veins.

Lauren understood from the stories her grandmother had told her that she would be in the dormitory for only a short time before she was accepted into the secret society the women of their family always joined and would live in the society’s house.

“What if I’m not accepted?” Lauren asked her brother. The girls at her private school had always avoided her, and behind her back she knew they discussed her as the weird one among them.

“You’ve learned more from our library than most of the other girls will learn in a lifetime. They’ll be lucky to have you,” Lionel said. “And didn’t our family begin that house? You belong there, Lauren.”

A child who felt abandoned could easily create a world in which the only safe place to be was alone. For years after their parents’ deaths, Lionel had seen a psychiatrist who assured him he’d be much happier as an adult than he was as a child. Lionel now planned to be a psychiatrist himself, to help others as he had been helped, for as it turned out, his therapist had been correct, he much preferred being an adult. Lauren, on the other hand, had refused counseling of any sort and had often locked herself in her room instead. Come out, their grandmother Lillian had begged, but Lauren had found a hammer and nails so that she could barricade herself in her bedroom, content with her books, until the idea of a therapist was taken off the table.

“I’m perfectly fine,” Lauren told her grandmother.

She always said that, and she always was.

At least on the outside.



Arriving at South Hall, Lauren was annoyed to find that the other girl assigned to the room was already there. This was the room always given to Lilith Society pledges. But once Lauren was tapped to join the society she would move into their house on Walker Street. She’d no longer have to deal with this stranger who was sitting on the bed by the window, her red hair pinned up messily, wearing clothes that were out of fashion. All the same, Lauren could see this girl was a true beauty, and that was annoying as well. The one good thing was that she seemed to be a reader, for there were several books on the window ledge that Ava had bought when her local library sold old volumes, books she had hidden away in her room at home. Lauren supposed this roommate of hers was the other inductee, otherwise they never would have been put together. She looked more closely. If there was magic in this girl’s blood, it was likely watered down.

Lauren hauled her suitcase onto the bed by the window, the one her roommate was sitting on. “This bed’s mine,” she announced, clearly used to having her own way.

Ava moved to the bed under the eaves, the one that meant you would hit your head if you sat up too quickly. “If it means that much to you, have it,” she said. “By the way, I’m Ava Abbot.”

“Well, good for you.” Lauren believed she was a good judge of people, and when she looked at Ava, all she saw was a boring farm girl who’d always followed the rules. “Let me guess,” Lauren said pointedly, a grim expression on her face. “You come from a small town in Iowa where there are more cows than people. You were homecoming queen and always got the best grades in your class and practiced love spells.”

“It’s Maine, not Iowa, and there were more apple trees than people, and I’ve never been the queen of anything,” Ava corrected. “And I don’t know a single spell.” She was flustered but did her best not to show it. She was used to bossy girls trying to put her down, what harm could one more do?

“But I’ll bet you always got the best grades.” Lauren gave Ava a quick look. “Yep.” She nodded when Ava’s expression couldn’t hide the truth. “An A student all the way.”

“Isn’t that true of everyone at Radcliffe? We all worked hard to be here.”

“Don’t think we’re all the same. If you’re as smart as you think you are, you’d better learn how to play the game.”

“What game is that?” Ava asked.

“The game of appearing normal.”

“If you know so much, maybe you know why they want to photograph us.”

Ever since 1880 the department of physical education at Harvard and Radcliffe had taken photographs of all students, naked, with pins in their spines, said to check posture, although it was whispered the photos had something to do with eugenics or a study on sex and race, and many girls felt they had been violated after being photographed.

“We are not getting photographed,” Lauren informed her new roommate. “You can check that off your list.”

“It’s required.”

“If you were required to slit your throat and fuck a duck, would you do it?”

Ava looked shocked. “Of course not.”

“Then you’re not doing the photograph either. We’ll say we have migraines and we can’t pose. I’ll tell the desk clerk.”

“Fine,” Ava said, secretly relieved. Perhaps this roommate of hers wasn’t as awful as she’d initially seemed to be. She was piling up a collection of novels, some of which Ava had longed to read. Frankenstein and Jane Eyre and volume after volume of poetry.

“Don’t bother to unpack,” Lauren told her. “We won’t be here long. All you have to do is find your invitation.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Ava wanted to know.

“You truly know nothing.” Lauren found it hard to believe that Ava possessed bloodline magic, but the sign was there, a scar on Ava’s left hand where an extra finger had been removed. Lauren went to peer in the closets. She wasn’t about to unpack, but one closet already held a few austere gray skirts, a lone saggy sweater, a pathetic, shapeless coat, and blue jeans, which Radcliffe women were forbidden to be seen in on campus. “This is what you wear?” Lauren asked.

“Not always.” Ava looked with awe at Lauren’s short, stylish hair, her red lipstick, her gold earrings made from ancient coins.

Lauren had packed dresses in shades of blue and gray, along with silk jackets and armfuls of cashmere sweaters. “Don’t worry,” she said. “You can wear my clothes.”

Ava’s mother had always warned her never to accept favors from other girls. Once she did, she would surely find herself at their mercy, for that was what friendship was all about. They’ll have you where they want you, and they’ll call upon you to do what you should not. Listen to me, I have your best interests at heart.

The crows had perched on the window ledge, rapping sharply on the glass. All twelve had followed Ava. “Find your way home,” she told the birds, and when she raised her hand, they flew away, but not to Maine. They perched in the nearest tree.

“You talk to crows,” Lauren said.

Ava had always kept her talents to herself, and she continued to do so. “Crows will talk to anyone willing to listen,” she said.

“Especially if you’re one of us.” When Ava looked blank, Lauren shook her head. “You truly know nothing. I suppose I’m stuck with you, so if you’re smart you’ll listen to what I have to say. Maybe you will be one of us. Maybe you won’t be.”

Ava found herself fascinated by this pale, witchy creature who seemed so confident. But she could spy sparks of her roommate’s past. When she looked at Lauren, she saw cemetery paths and long, cold, blue evenings, and a garden where the roses bloomed black and a girl sat in the boughs of a tree. “You’re lonely,” Ava said bluntly.

“If you want to talk, talk to the crows,” Lauren responded in a chilly, precise tone. “I prefer my own company.” Soon she would head off to collect the rest of her luggage from the first floor, calling over her shoulder, “Don’t forget to check for your invitation. If all goes well, we’ll both be gone by tonight.”

“To where?”

Lauren threw Ava an exasperated look. “Lilith House. Do I have to spell it out for you?”

Ava had never heard of Adam’s first wife, Lilith, who had not been created out of her husband’s rib but had been made of her own flesh and blood and bone. When Lilith refused to do as she was told, she’d been exiled to wander through the night, so forgotten she’d been mentioned only once in the Bible. She was the night bird called upon in the most ancient incantation, the owl pictured on amulets and talismans, the wife some righteous people liked to forget. Her castles will be overgrown with thorns, her fortresses with thistles and briars.

Lauren looked under the pillow of the bed Ava had intended to take for herself. There was an envelope addressed to Lauren Bell.

“I told you this bed was mine. You should pack up,” Lauren told Ava. “It’s not as if we’ll be here long. And we need to be ready for tonight.”

Ava had no choice but to take the bed that was under the eaves.

When Lauren saw Ava fussing with her bed, she laughed, then said, “Don’t worry. You likely won’t sleep tonight.”

Lauren made her nervous, and Ava wondered if she meant to play some trick that would cause Ava not to sleep. There was maid service in the dorm, and the white sheets were freshly pressed and smelled of lavender. Ava could hear the rising voices of girls moving into their rooms on the floors below. They’d surely want nothing to do with her, and she couldn’t blame them. She wasn’t like them, and the half-baked idea that she was a legacy of any sort was preposterous. Neither of her parents had been to college. Books will lead you down the wrong path, her mother always told her, but the path had led her here, to Radcliffe College, and so Ava did exactly as Lauren had suggested. She reached beneath her pillow. There was an envelope addressed to Ava Abbot. When she pulled out the card her heart began to race. What was done could not be undone. What was read could not be forgotten.

The Lilith Society. The Cambridge Common. Midnight.

The message had been written in ink but was now disappearing as Ava read, leaving her with a blank card and the sense that she’d imagined the perfect sloping handwriting in red ink. All the same, what was invisible continued to exist even when it could no longer be seen. Even if the words had vanished, the invitation had not. Her future had already begun.



The bed was lumpy, the room was cold, and birds had gathered on the ledge like a black curtain, settling in for the night. Ava had trouble falling asleep, especially with Lauren reading at the desk, the light switched on. Ava was surprised to discover that she missed the scent of apples and the gusts of wind that shook the trees, and the white metal bed she’d slept in all her life. When she did finally drift off, her dreams were pitch dark, as if she’d tumbled down a well. Finally, she spied a yellow light in her dream. Follow me, a voice told her, and before she knew it, she was in a garden where a lilac tree grew. This is for you. I planted it on the day I lost you. Do you think I haven’t thought about you every single day?

Someone was grabbing Ava out of the garden in her dreams, shaking her, telling her it was time.

“Wake up. We can’t be late!”

Ava sat bolt upright, and there was Lauren, hovering over her. All of her mother’s warnings came back to her in a rush. Lock the door, call out if there is a stranger, stay away from girls who go out at midnight, beware those who wish to take you to the world underground, where there are no rules and no way to return to all that you’ve known.

“It’s time,” Lauren said in a heated whisper. “Hurry!”

There was a full moon, and streams of light fell over them in a shimmer of white. Ava pulled on her clothes and her boots.

“Don’t forget your suitcase,” Lauren reminded her.

For once, Ava would act on instinct. She had the shivery feeling that she was meant to be somewhere else. Lauren had already opened the window and flung down a rope ladder that was stored beneath one of the bureaus for new Lilith initiates.

This is what you wanted, Ava reminded herself. Take a risk, take a chance, change your life. The air crackled as she stepped onto the window ledge. The blue lines of the world beneath the world were there to see. One step and she had entered the place where past, present, and future met.

As soon as Ava and Lauren climbed down, they took off across the lawn, suitcases in hand, their path illuminated by pink-tinged streetlights. They didn’t stop until they could see the Cambridge Common, a large grassy area that had once been a meadow where sheep were set free to graze, protected from poachers and wolves by huge white sheepdogs. Tonight, the women gathered under a large elm known as the Hangman’s Tree, where a witch had once been murdered in the middle of a dark night. All who attended were dressed in black with crowns of ivy on their heads. They wore crystals and malachite and small river rocks strung onto red cords, all meant to give the wearer protection and luck.

Ava stopped where she was, shivering even though the night was warm. Her heart was already pounding. She knew witches when she saw them. She had dreamed of them and read about them in storybooks.

Rise off the ground, jump from the roof, tell no one the truth.

“Afraid they’ll put a spell on you?” Lauren said mockingly when she noticed Ava’s anxious expression.

“I don’t think I’m meant to be here,” Ava whispered as she and Lauren continued down the dark street.

“The society never makes a mistake. Your mother was here, and now you are.”

“My mother didn’t attend Radcliffe. She never went to college at all.”

Lauren shook her head, marveling at the depth of Ava’s naivete. “You really don’t know who you are. Let me ask you this. What color is your blood at your time of the month?”

“I don’t know. I don’t look,” Ava said.

“You’re too afraid to look at yourself.” Lauren shook her head, then reached for a sharp penknife she carried in her pocket and quickly pricked the skin of her palm.

Ava gasped and took a step back, shocked. “What are you doing!”

“Showing you who you are. Someone has to.”

A single black drop fell onto the ground, and where it had fallen, a dark flower arose. It was a hyacinth, a flower associated with life and death and mystery.

“Who are you?” Ava said, her thin voice wavering. She gazed at the women gathered under the tree and saw beyond them, to those who had gathered there long ago. She saw black birds, marshes, dark roads, hazel trees, hope. Ava felt herself shivering. “What are you?” she said.

“The same as you.”

“I’m nothing like you. I’m ordinary!”

They were pledging together; they might be judged together; if one failed to be inducted into the society, the other might meet the same fate, and so Lauren seized Ava’s hand and, before Ava could pull away, Lauren pricked the palm of her hand as well.

The night was pitch dark, as it had been in Ava’s dream. That was when it happened. The end of one life and the start of another. Her blood was black. She had spied something on her undergarments at her time of the month, but she’d thought the darkness was just a stain, perhaps from eating too many blackberries. Now she knew it was more. It was the reason why Ava had been able to slip out of the ropes when her parents tied her to a chair when they thought she had misbehaved, why crows gathered on her windowsill and followed her wherever she went. Each time she’d skinned her knee or fallen, whenever she walked through bramble bushes, she had never once drawn blood. She was hearty, that’s what her mother always told her, as strong as a hazel branch. And so Ava had never really seen her own blood before. “This can’t be,” she said. “It’s a trick.”

That had been what her mother had always called the odd things she could do. A trick, she would shout as if she’d been wounded. If you don’t want to wind up in a circus sideshow you must stop it right now! Her mother would hold a hot spoon to Ava’s tongue as punishment for this trickery. She would hit Ava’s hands with a ruler. Ava was drawn to nature and felt a deep kinship with animals and plants; weather was the way she read the world. Do not ask the rain to fall, her mother told her. Do not talk to the trees. Once she had brought a bird back to life, feeling its skittering heartbeat in the palms of her hands as its body grew warm from her touch. Her mother had wrung the sparrow’s neck, then she’d locked Ava in the closet for the rest of the day. There in the darkness, Ava told herself she must continue to be ordinary at any price. That was how she’d been raised, to fear anything rare and unusual, even if it was herself. “I’m not going with you,” she told Lauren. “It’s all trickery.”

“Fine. Do as you please. See if I care! I’m happy to be rid of you,” Lauren proclaimed as she stepped into the road to cross over to the Common.

Ava would have turned and headed back to South House, overlooking all this nonsense and unpacking her suitcase, but she suddenly had a vision, an occurrence that wasn’t unusual for her. Out of the corner of her eye there was a flash of light, the sign of what was to come. A branch that had fallen to the ground before a windstorm. A nest of speckled blue eggs before she discovered baby sparrows in the woods. The future was an instant away, so close she could often see it before it happened. Now Ava spied a body careering through the air, so wounded and bloody that a hundred hyacinths would soon fill the road, bursting through the asphalt to bloom out of season.

Ava leapt to grab Lauren’s arm, wrenching her back to the sidewalk. That was when the motorcycle passed by. That was when they lived. Both could barely breathe, and their hearts were pounding. Fate wasn’t necessarily what you thought it would be. It could change in an instant, it could turn inside out, blood and bones, disaster or salvation. One step forward or one step back made all the difference, changing your fate. Yellow leaves glided down, and inky blue exhaust arose in midair, and there they were. Lauren was pale and shivering violently. She wasn’t as fearless as she seemed. “I was supposed to die,” she said.

“No.” Ava shook her head, certain. She was not as fearful as she had appeared to be. “It was supposed to be me. If you hadn’t told me not to go with you, I would have been the one run over in the road.”

They realized they would never know which of them would have been struck and killed, for their fates came to them instant by instant, but from that moment on each believed the other had saved her, and each was correct. They were holding hands, and the slashes in their palms caused them to exchange blood. They let go of one another’s hands, each embarrassed, but it was too late. Like it or not they were blood sisters now, their fates intertwined from this night forward. Their fate was to rescue each other. Now when Lauren gazed at Ava, she saw a girl crying in the dark, living her life backward, and Ava saw the girl perched in a tree, the one who never wanted to come back to earth and face the sorrows of mortal life.

It was the time of year when Massachusetts was plagued by thunderstorms, when people took shelter wherever it could be found. The six young women in black applauded, welcoming Lauren and Ava as they approached. There had been no mistakes about who was invited to join them this year. There never was. Each member of the society could rise above the ground, they could call for the rain to begin, and start a fire with the heat of their breath. They were Radcliffe students, but they were something else as well, not by choice, or by reason, but by legacy. It was who they were, and when they entered the circle, they didn’t look back. That was when Ava realized there was only one thing she knew for certain.

She had no idea who she was.





CHAPTER FOUR

The six young women who stood in a circle on the Common might resemble flowers if you were to glance at them in the falling dark, but they were more like the branches of a hazel tree, strong and nearly impossible to break. Among them were Stella, Claire, Ashton, Bailey, Emily, and Sophie. They could each read a book in half an hour and write a term paper in the time it took another student to write a single page. They studied botany and herbalism, literature and art. The society also insisted each one enroll in the Anthropology of Magic, taught for the past few years by a legendary professor from Oxford. Stella and Claire were seniors and were in charge of the house, assigning rooms and duties and teaching the Sunday classes. Ashton and Bailey were juniors who had known one another since nursery school on Beacon Hill, and who planned to develop a line of herbal cures when they left school. Then there were the sophomores. Emily, whose last name was Bright, which entirely suited her, had roots in Concord, where her great-great-great-grandmother had been a friend of the Alcott family, and Sophie painted miniatures whose eyes seemed to follow you around the room, for she was an empath who wept whenever she was in public, as she felt other people’s pain.

The Lilith Society had begun in the years when there were more sheep than people in Cambridge, after European colonizers spread their view of magic as evil and women were punished for imagining that they were the equals of men. The magic of men was called religion and science, while the magic of women was witchery, always suspect, always hidden. Witchcraft had been a felony both in Britain, since the year 1563, and in America, since the time of the first settlers. In Scotland, one death was not enough and witches there were killed twice, first strangled and then burnt at the stake. Those accused of practicing magic would be declared innocent only if it was possible to drown them, for it was said that their blood made them buoyant, but what good would the test do once they were dead, for even a fish will drown if you tie it to a stone. Witches were bound and gagged, then stuffed into sacks and tossed into murky ponds, their deaths said to prove something that was unprovable.

During the Great Hunt in Britain, between the years 1560 and 1630, eighty thousand people were accused of witchcraft, with more than half of the accused punished by death. Their bones had gathered at the bottoms of rivers and bogs; they were buried at the crossroads, for it was believed that if witches were between roads they could not rise and walk again. Hecate, the goddess associated with witches, was said to appear at crossroads on dark nights with a following of spirits and dogs.

The Lilith Society began not long after the first witch of Cambridge came to settle in the marshlands in 1693, making her way among the pine trees, where so many bees buzzed through the air it seemed the whole world was singing. Although most of Rose Bridewell’s story had been lost, the members of the society knew that she had always offered refuge to any woman in need when others began to cross the river from Boston. The women who followed her lead built houses out of sticks and stones on her land, far from the constables and the witch-hunters, who believed in the innate wickedness of women. One of these shacks had been built of brambles and painted black by a woman whose name had long ago been forgotten, although there was talk that she was one of the Bells. Every generation added on to the original rickety building: a roof, a porch, a staircase. In the yard there was an old elm a hundred feet high and six feet around that was called the Queen of Trees. Lilith House had been created as a shelter for those who had none, and there were those who said she had left her handprint in the dried mud of the original fireplace, which showed that whoever she was, she’d had the eleventh finger and was one of their own.

By the time Lauren and Ava arrived, students lived in a tall wooden house that had always been painted black, hidden behind hedges of thorns, only a few blocks away from the Radcliffe Quad. Those who took up residence in small dark rooms all studied the Unnamed Art, for they not only took academic courses, they gathered on Sundays in the library on the first floor to study alchemy, what was called The Way, a mystical path in which science searched for the hidden reality beneath ordinary perceptions. Even when there was magic in a woman’s bloodline, there was a great deal she needed to learn. Who to trust and who to curse. When to hide yourself away and when to practice your art to the fullest extent of your capabilities. How to be invisible in a crowd. How to bring love to the loveless. How to escape from knots, traps, love triangles. How to grow a garden that would bring health and peace.

There were eight bedrooms in Lilith House, along with a library, a kitchen, and a parlor. In the garden grew roses, hawthorn, blackthorn. An initiate had to be invited to join, and history mattered. A mother, a grandmother, a great-grandmother had been here. They’d learn magic lessons on Sunday afternoons at the hour when they drew the curtains and lit candles. How to remember. How to forget. And, most important of all, how to be brave.

If you don’t try, you will never know, the younger students were told. See into the past as well as the future. See all that you can.

When the Harvard Annex for women students began, in 1879, the women who resided at Lilith House were admitted to the school. Most met with success, but some turned onto the Crooked Path. They chose the wrong men or the wrong course of action. Every now and then, a member of the society disappeared down overgrown paths and was never found again. By the time the school was called Radcliffe College, the rules of the Lilith Society had long been in place.

Everything you need is within you and without you, in the fields and the woods and in your own heart. Magic is who you are.

Women in the society were able to live off-campus by special permission of the dean, with tuition and housing paid for by alumnae. For extra cash, most found jobs as waitresses or tutors; they worked at the Mount Auburn Hospital or the Harvard Book Store. Other students gossiped about the women who boarded at Lilith House, considering them strange. Witchery was never mentioned, no one believed in that anymore; instead it was said the women of the society were lucky by nature, especially in matters of love, and that if you wanted good fortune to rub off on you, it was best to leave an apple on their porch. Most women ran away after doing so, watching from behind the black metal gate to make sure their offering was accepted. On solstice nights you could hear them singing out in the huge garden, with the members of the society all dressed in white, yellow lanterns set in a circle.

Praise the world around us, praise the night as well as the day, praise our sisterhood.

Cross the water, hide in the hedges, wait until your time comes, trust one another.

In these acres of wild land, women could return evil to the sender, love could be found in every apple that was cut in half, blue undergarments were worn for protection, a woman in need must never be turned away from the door. Witches greeted one another with the sign of the fox, holding up two fingers. Their kind had had stones thrown at them even though they could heal the sick and see the future; they reached out their hands to one another in both the worst and the best of times and wrote down their knowledge in grimoires that were hidden in walls or buried under brick floors or set on library shelves.



Men at Harvard had their own societies, called finals clubs, which owned huge brick buildings with ornate interiors and were funded by their wealthy alumni. There had always been secret societies for men at Harvard. Elite students had joined finals clubs since the exclusive Porcellian Club was founded in 1791, with the motto Dum vivimus vivamus. While we live, let us live; or the Owl Club, founded in 1896, whose members wore black ties decorated with green owls; or the Delphic Club, a secret society said to have been begun by J. P. Morgan. Each of them had their own hazing rituals and legacies.

Finals clubs were social worlds that were exclusively male and privileged, many begun in the mid–nineteenth century so that the wealthiest and most connected students had access to each other, helping one another at school and throughout life. In punch season, the time when invitations to the societies were sent out, men who were being recruited received notes slipped under their doors, and there were many, including a former president, who said that not being punched was the biggest disappointment of their lives. More and more clubs were begun in the nineteenth century, until there were seven that truly mattered.

Officially, there were no such social clubs for women, but the Lilith Society had existed even before Radcliffe College was founded, before the Porcellian Club began to keep outsiders out and insiders in. The Lilith Society had begun before any of these, as a safe haven in the marshes of Cambridge, with the motto Simul fugimus.

We fly together.



No matter how different they were, the residents of Lilith House adhered to the rules of the college. Female students were not allowed to take a science class without the permission of the president of Harvard, but the society enriched the curriculum in their Sunday afternoon meetings, with subjects including botany, herbology, chemistry, anatomy, astrology, astronomy, plant science, and psychology, alongside mythology, poetry, witchery, tarot, divination, remedies, spellcasting, rituals, healing, and incantations. Veritas, the pursuit of truth through learning and scholarship, had been Harvard’s motto since its founding in 1636. The Lilith Society wanted more; they wanted truth in all things, the kernel inside the secret of who they were and always would be.

In the dormitories the rules were more suited for little girls than for grown women with minds of their own. Curfew was 10:00 p.m., with graham crackers and glasses of milk set on a tray on the sign-in desk. At Lilith House there were no curfews. There were no housemothers to watch over them, or maids to clean their rooms and change the sheets. They were not afraid of the dark; they often sat in the garden late at night, and when they sang, the children in the neighborhood fell asleep, not the least bit frightened. There was something healing in the air around the house, for each student tended her own bit of garden, planting lemon balm, basil, borage, chamomile, chervil, chives, lavender, dill, fennel, rue, rosemary, tarragon, tansy, and thyme.

At the weekly meetings, it was made clear that women were more legally vulnerable and considered inferior to men on spiritual, moral, intellectual, and physical levels. Those with inherited bloodlines were suspect, the children born with extra teeth or an eleventh finger, the girls who could leap from trees and never break a bone or draw blood, the women who had always known they would be wise to keep their talents to themselves. The shades were drawn as they learned their lessons. They learned what circumstances warranted burning a small poppet stuck with straight pins in order to remove a person’s power over you. They were taught how to use incantation bowls for blessings and amulets for protection, and how to translate the flight of birds in order to divine the future. They peered into bowls of water and black-painted mirrors, which allowed them to see what would happen next. White magic was needed for protection and healing, gray magic for weather, green magic for the natural world, red magic for love. There was candle magic; the magic of runes and language known to only a few; folk magic, which had to do with well-being and cures that had been handed down from one generation to the next; along with alchemy, which was a science all its own. Last, there was black magic, which was used for revenge, retribution, and spite, the sort of magic that was best avoided, for once you began to walk the Crooked Path, you might never be able to return.



At the gathering on the Common, on that first night, Ava and Lauren were initiated into the society. They all linked their arms around one another’s waists, and they danced the dance that women have known since the beginning of time. The initiates promised to keep Lilith’s existence a secret, and in exchange for room and board, they would attend Sunday meetings and excel in all of their courses, and they would continue the tradition of practicing the Unnamed Art. Every spring two women graduated and went out into the world, and each fall two women arrived to take their places and learn the rules of magic, including the Threefold Law: Harm no one, know that whatever you set into the world will be returned to you three times over, know that love is the answer to the cruelty in the world. If you are willing to work your magic with good intentions, to connect with the natural world, to respect your sisters, to keep secret what must be kept so, you are one with us. We meet in a circle, in the wind or the rain, we meet with the birds above us and the grass below us, with our hearts in our hands.

The group scattered when dawn was near, to ensure that no one would see them. Lauren and Ava grabbed their suitcases and followed along, marveling at what the night had revealed. They were opposites in every way, darkness and light, the flower and the hazel branch, but they now possessed the same scars in the centers of their palms, and that connection would last for the rest of their lives. They would always be reminded that they had saved one another’s lives; they had walked into their futures together. This was the beginning, they could feel it in their bones, and it made them light-headed and dizzy and overjoyed. When the wind came up, they ran as fast as they could, and anyone seeing them would have sworn they were flying. They were too busy thinking about the future to notice that someone was watching from the shelter of the old hanging tree.



The tenth great-grandson of the most heartless man who had influenced the Salem witch trials had always been a light sleeper. He had trouble finding peace of mind, for he carried the guilt of many men and many centuries. On this night, he’d heard a voice in his dreams. In your sleep, you lose the future. If you wake, you have a chance. He had left his bed immediately upon waking, then had pulled on his clothes and headed into the street. Now here he was, standing with his back against the wind. It was still dark, but it would soon be morning, and the streetlights were turning off, one by one.

He watched as two young women ran to catch up to a group on the Common who were all dressed in black, but he paid attention to only one. It was the same girl he’d seen countless times in his dreams, the one with red hair. He wanted to believe that he was in control of his own fate, and because of this he did exactly what men had chosen to do for hundreds of years whenever women appeared dangerous and seemed to know too much. On this night, the ten times great-grandson of a witch-hunter told himself he needed to stay away from the girl in his dreams. Should he ever see her again, he would definitely avoid her; he’d turn his back on her, even though that would mean he would have to pretend that as he stood there in the dim morning light he didn’t already know she was the one.





CHAPTER FIVE

At Lilith House, Ava and Lauren were given small rooms with windows that overlooked the back garden and a connecting closet they set up as a meeting space, with candles on the shelves where sweaters were stored and magic books piled up beside the shoes. The rooms were painted white, but the ceilings were black, decorated with painted silver stars. If you turned out the lights, the stars would brighten, almost as if you were looking straight at heaven and the walls and windows didn’t exist.

Radcliffe students residing in dorms took their meals in their dining rooms and were served by Irish maids from East Cambridge and Central Square, hired help who also cleaned their rooms and washed and folded their laundry. After dinner, they would play charades or mah-jongg in the parlor, and when the games were over, the housemothers would lecture them on manners, to ensure there would be no confusion about what was expected of a Radcliffe woman. On weekend evenings there would be jolly-ups, mixers that were cheerful get-togethers with Harvard students. But women belonging to the Lilith Society had no schedule to follow, other than the Sunday meeting. Members were encouraged to take jobs and be self-sufficient, no matter how late they stayed out. Ava had signed up to be a waitress at Eliot House, one of the twelve residential dorms at Harvard for sophomore, junior, and senior men, set near the river and known as a prep house for sons of the elite.

Lauren had found a position at the Harvard Museum of Natural History as a visitors’ guide. She quickly discovered the job was all wrong for her, for it included being polite to the tourists who came flocking through, often with unruly children in tow, there to gawk at the glass cases of specimens, the lion and the whale and soulful orangutans, all of them captured over a hundred years earlier. Lauren had little interest in the fabulous glass flowers exhibition, with its life-size botanical models, commissioned in 1886 by the director of Harvard’s Botanical Museum and created by the German father and son glassblowers Leopold and Rudolf Blaschka. She recited the same descriptions over and over, which made the magic of the glass fade, and when she walked past the specimens all she could see was the ragged black thread left behind by the taxidermists.

The head custodian, a fellow named Tim Randall, made certain to keep his eye on Lauren, who he thought to be a slacker, for she often left paper coffee cups near the exhibits, and Randall suspected her of sticking chewing gum under the exhibition cases. He was a large man who rode a bike to work and believed Harvard students to be pretentious babies. He was always the first one at the museum and the last one to leave, and he felt he was the true caretaker of the treasures within. He didn’t trust the students to understand the importance of all the museum had to offer, and he certainly didn’t trust Lauren, who was snippy when she spoke to him.

“You’re leaving fingerprints on the glass,” he told her.

“They’re not mine. The visitors do that. And the schoolchildren.”

“I’ve seen you touching the glass.” Randall was quick to accuse in a hostile tone, even though he, too, didn’t care for the wild groups of children who ran through the halls on school visits and devoured their messy peanut butter and jelly sandwiches while sitting on the floor in the dinosaur room. All the same, he’d noticed Lauren carelessly leaning on the glass cases as she wrote in a notebook. After twenty years of working at the museum, he took pride in the exhibitions, almost as if they belonged to him. “I know what I’ve seen,” Randall said.

“Then you would have seen this.” Lauren held up her left hand, which had the extra finger, even though she had been taught better. Show no one, tell no one, trust no one. She didn’t care; she wanted to prove him wrong. “I would have left eleven fingerprints, not ten.”

Randall wasn’t impressed by her odd hand. “It was you,” he insisted. “And you smoke in the bathroom.”

Lauren dreaded guiding rowdy groups of schoolchildren through the exhibitions. “I’d rather work with you,” she told Ava, who couldn’t help but smirk at the notion of Lauren working in a dining room.

By now Ava could tell a rich girl at a glance, those who had never had jobs or been forced to do chores, who wore designer clothes, patent leather shoes. They were the private school girls, girls from the Upper East Side or Beacon Hill or Brattle Street. Girls with backgrounds much like Lauren’s. Wealthy families, entitlement, a certain look of belonging. “You’d be willing to carry a tray?” Ava mocked.

“You’d be the one carrying the tray. I’d be entertained by all the boys who were falling in love with me.”

“You think a lot of yourself,” Ava pointed out with a grin. Despite herself, she found Lauren amusing and admired her grit.

“You think very little of yourself,” Lauren shot back. While Ava was considering this, Lauren went on to wonder, “Is it possible that we’re both wrong?”



Three hundred years earlier, before the river and marshes were drained to create more pastures for new settlers, the byway that led from Eliot House to Harvard Square had been called Water Street, and anyone who wished to traverse this boggy crossing was forced to wear thigh-high boots, for it was easy to sink into the muck. The air was always damp, and gnats circled in the green-tinged air. Ava arrived for her first night of waitressing only to find the door to Eliot House locked, as it always was, to make certain outsiders remained where they belonged. Eliot House had been modeled after buildings at Oxford and Cambridge, with three open courtyards, a glorious dorm for upperclassmen.

All freshmen lived in the dorms in Harvard Yard, an area surrounded by twenty-five wrought-iron gates that could be locked if need be. Some gates were decorated with metal leaves and vines, some gave the illusion of being hedges and trees, some turned gold as the sun went down. They were often given as a graduating class’s gift to the school, but initially their presence was meant to keep out evil: wolves and thieves and witches alike. Harvard students, all of whom were studying for the ministry, buried glass witch bottles around the perimeters of the buildings. The bottles, filled with urine and human hair, along with red thread and pins, as well as thin snow-white bones, were meant to stop a witch from entering their rooms.

Ava stood outside Eliot House with its many doors, wondering how she would ever make her way in Cambridge when she couldn’t even manage to find the correct entrance to the dining hall. Perhaps the witch bottles still buried around the building led to her confusion and stopped her from entering. At last, another waitress arrived, a girl named Maureen Healy, who had broken a heel running over from the bus stop on Mass Ave. She had glossy brown hair and was considered a knockout, but she felt lackluster right now when comparing herself to Ava. “You got lucky with that red hair of yours,” she said. “I admit I’m jealous.”

“I’ve always hated it,” Ava told her. The girls in Genesis had raced after her calling Liar, liar, pants on fire.

“Hate yourself and everyone else will agree with you,” Maureen warned her. Then she added, “I think we have something in common.” She held up her hand, and there it was, the eleventh finger.

“You’re one of us?”

“There are women like us all over Cambridge, more per square mile than anywhere else, except for London and Edinburgh. Maybe Paris, but they stay hidden, even from us.”

“I thought most of us removed our extra finger.”

“My mother would never do that. She’s always told me that I should be who I am.” Maureen lowered her voice. “Though she warned me not to share that information with those who despise us.”

Maureen had grown up in Central Square with a mother who was a midwife. The family had come over from Ireland at the turn of the century and had always practiced the Nameless Art, focusing on women’s health. For that reason the Healys’ phone number was often in the hands of Radcliffe girls who had found themselves in trouble. Diaphragms were outlawed for single women, and the birth control pill was still being tested on rabbits and rats in Harvard labs. Many Radcliffe students had to decide between expulsion and marriage when they discovered they were pregnant. Those who didn’t know about Mrs. Healy often made arrangements to meet a stranger in Harvard Square who would blindfold them, then drive them to an office where someone who might or might not be a doctor proceeded to terminate the pregnancy, a dangerous and terrifying decision for a woman who had few choices.

Maureen had followed in her mother’s and grandmother’s footsteps and was currently attending nursing school at Mt. Auburn Hospital. She waitressed in the evenings to earn extra cash, and Harvard was a good employer. She nodded to the door of Eliot House as she and Ava stood side by side. Two witches wearing black dresses who didn’t belong.

“Knock three times,” Maureen said. “Then say ‘Abracadabra’ and you’ll find yourself in a strange new world of the rich and the soon to be richer.”

They both laughed but immediately slapped on solemn expressions when the door was hastily unlatched by an older waitress who had very little patience with the latecomers and young women who stood around joking,

“Goodness, Maureen, where have you been?” the older woman said, eyeing Ava as she spoke. Young and beautiful and a student, which meant it was likely she wouldn’t know the first thing about waitressing.

“I found our new helper lingering outside,” Maureen teased.

“I couldn’t find the door,” Ava explained to the older woman, who had worked at Eliot House for forty years. “I’m from Maine,” she explained. Ava knew she sounded desperate not to be thought of as a snob simply because she was a Radcliffe student. In truth, she had more in common with these two working women than she did with most Radcliffe students. “On scholarship,” she added. “Anonymous gift.” Oh, she was pathetic in her need to fit in, and she cringed when the cook laughed at her.

“You could be from the moon for all I care,” the older woman announced. “Just don’t expect us to handle your duties. We all pitch in here.”

They set to work immediately, although when Ava followed Maureen into the dining hall, she froze, left speechless by the enormity of the impressive room, with its arched, wood-beamed ceilings and stained-glass windows. The long tables were occupied by scores of young men, several of whom called out when they spied Ava, with her glorious red hair. The Harvard boys couldn’t take their eyes off her. Beauty did that, innocence did, too, and so did magic. Ava was like a flame, and the room itself seemed to have begun to burn. Sit over here with me. Join us, the boys called out. One student, who was not quite as civil as his cohorts, shouted, Get your pretty ass over here, and there was a response of cheerful laughter from his buddies, then a shroud of silence as a proctor approached the table to tell all involved they had best quiet down.

“They’re wicked smart, and they know it,” Maureen confided. “But they’re not too smart about preventing pregnancies.”

All Ava knew about sex she had learned from journals at the library back in Genesis, but it seemed very academic and medical. She hadn’t understood a thing until she read Lady Chatterley’s Lover, which someone in the library had overlooked after it had been banned. She had a knack for finding what she needed most on a library shelf. All the same, she’d been shocked by what that novel made her feel; it seemed a miracle that a book could so inflame her when she’d never even been kissed. He bent over her and kissed her, and she felt, so he must kiss her for ever. Thinking about such things made Ava feel famished. They were serving plates of beef and potatoes, and she realized that she was faint with hunger. “Will we have dinner as well?” she asked.

“In the kitchen, like the second-class citizens we are,” Maureen informed her.

A tall young man called Jamie was at a nearby table, and he’d been listening in on their conversation. When he turned to them, Ava took a step back. He was far too handsome. In fact, he looked like the beginning of something that might not end. Seduction had always come easily to Jamie. Girls might swoon over him at first, but in time they would cry to their friends about how selfish he was. The one thing he didn’t want was a soulmate; if anyone got close to him, they would know just how damaged he was, and he kept that to himself. He came from a family where failure wasn’t tolerated, and he’d failed at most everything, especially at being a Mather, the worst crime anyone in his family could commit. “Over here,” he called out.

“We’re actually working, unless you had an idea to take over our jobs,” Maureen called back, happy enough to flirt with someone so devastatingly handsome, despite his arrogance. She recognized him and knew his reputation. He was related to the seventh president of the university, Increase Mather, a renowned Puritan minister. Jamie responded to Maureen with an offhand smile, not especially attentive to her remark. Ava was the one he was interested in.

“It’s the red hair,” Maureen whispered. “He can’t look away. I told you so!”

Attraction had a life of its own, and it struck Ava through the heart as she stood in the bustling dining hall. Her pulse went wild despite her mother’s warnings. What appears to be a treasure may have a poisonous bite. Boys want one thing, and it’s the thing that will ruin your life.

“You must have heard about his family,” Maureen said. When Ava looked blank Maureen added, “He’s one of the Mathers, who encouraged the witch trials. One was the president of Harvard, the other tried to be, but what he wrote about women was so awful Harvard refused his wish to be president of the college.”

“No,” Ava said. “Are you sure?”

Maureen nodded. “Shame, isn’t it? He’s a charmer.”

“Is he?” Ava did her best to sound uninterested. “I hadn’t noticed.”

Jamie Mather had taken a year off to travel after his freshman year, working on cargo ships, defying his family’s expectations. Only when he’d been caught with some marijuana and faced the possibility of imprisonment for ten years did he agree to go back to Harvard, as all the men in his family had. His father, a well-known attorney, had gotten him out of his legal jam, and now Harvard was payback. Before classes began, Jamie’s father had given him a Vacheron Constantin watch, the exclusive brand founded in 1755, traditionally worn by the men of the Mather family, inscribed with the name Mather and the Latin phrase Una familia in aeternum. One family forever.

Despite his acceptance of the watch, Jamie continued to resist his upbringing. He’d always been his mother’s favorite; she’d been kind enough to ignore the length of his hair and his bouts of drinking with friends who went on to be carpenters and plumbers, for he never bonded with any of the boys he encountered at boarding school. He did his best not to be a Mather, but people at Harvard knew who he was even before they met him. Jamie’s oldest brother was right in his assessment. Jamie was selfish and daring, and those traits were evident as he introduced himself to Ava with the confident expression of someone who knew just how attractive he was and wasn’t above using that attribute to get what he wanted. It was also clear that he was broken: one look into his eyes and there it was, the sorrow he carried. Each girl he went out with believed she would be the one to fix him, but it hadn’t happened yet.

“Don’t disappoint your father,” Jamie’s mother, Louise, always told him. Still, he’d known he was fated to do exactly that, and so he always avoided his father. But one dark morning when Jamie wasn’t much more than ten, he’d spied his father standing over a bonfire out on the lawn, not far from the shallow waters of their pond. Jamie had gone outside in his pajamas, and his father had glanced up when he heard a branch break beneath Jamie’s footsteps.

“Some things shouldn’t exist,” Jamie’s father had said in a brooding tone. Paul Mather was tall and handsome, dark like Jamie, but unsmiling and superior. He threw Jamie a small black book, and Jamie paged through what appeared to be someone’s private journal.

I have ensured that the witch of Cambridge will no longer have power. No one knows but God himself, and the angels that accompany him.

“Did this person kill someone?” Jamie had asked.

“He did his duty. He rid the world of a witch.”

“Was she wicked?” Jamie found he was interested in this story, though it caused him a sense of panic. He’d felt his heart thud against his chest. He’d always had an affinity for magic without knowing quite what it was. Why did the birds in the sky spell out the future? Why could he read his brothers’ minds?

“That’s not the point, Jamie. The point is we have to destroy the evil out in the world, but also rid ourselves of what’s inside of us that doesn’t belong. Magic is evil.”

Jamie had thought that over carefully. His serious father, a graduate of Harvard College and Harvard Law School, was talking about magic as if it was something real, something you could hold in your hand, something that might be inside of him, marking him as evil. Was this why he sat on the roof? Was it the reason he hadn’t broken his legs as his mother warned he would when he leapt down? He had a wound on his hand that throbbed on rainy days, and he wondered about that as well. His mother had informed him that he’d had an operation as an infant to correct a growth, but he’d always felt it was something more. Something that ached, something that was there to remind him of who he was.

On that day in the garden, his father had signaled for Jamie to throw the journal onto the fire. “Toss it,” Paul Mather had commanded. “It’s what we have to do. We must rid ourselves of what will only bring us to ruin.”

So Jamie had done as he was told, even though he hadn’t wanted to; he didn’t believe in burning books. The smoke was black and acrid, and the black clouds made him choke and left a bad aftertaste in his mouth, but his father ignored his wheezing, and they had never spoken of the bonfire or the book again. After that he’d done as his father instructed. He put away his doubts and his deepest self, just as his eleventh finger had been surgically removed while he was still a baby.



Now Jamie swept his arm across the table, causing a pile of silverware to clatter to the floor. His father had told them that it was possible to tell a good woman from one who would bring you grief by the way she handled silver. If she simply handed the cutlery back to you, you could trust her. If she avoided touching knives and forks and spoons, you were headed for trouble.

Jamie reached for the bell at the head of the table and rang it as a master might call to a servant. There was silence in the room, a shocked and somewhat excited hush. Everyone wanted to see what would happen next. Embarrassing someone could bring great pleasure to those without compassion.

“Over here,” Jamie called.

Maureen and Ava exchanged a look.

“Who does he think he is?” Ava said, flustered and attracted at the same time.

“He thinks there are buildings named for his family, and that makes him better than everyone. See the gold watch he’s wearing? Who can afford that? Ignore him,” Maureen advised. “Don’t go over there.”

Ava felt the color rise in her face. She’d had enough of snobbery and bad manners. This was what the local girls had done at her school, humiliating her simply because they could. She wasn’t about to allow that to happen now. She didn’t care when Maureen whispered that Jamie’s ancestor Increase Mather had been the president of Harvard, and that his son Cotton Mather had written extensively about the evil ways of women and their natural inclination to follow Eve’s sins.

Ava walked toward him through the hushed room. “Did you want something?” she asked.

Jamie did want something, something he would never admit to anyone. He wanted to be someone brand-new. “Could you pick up the silverware?” He knew he was reckless and often behaved badly. The truth was he wanted this girl to hate him and maybe then he wouldn’t have to worry that she was the girl he always dreamed about. Maybe then she would go away. People said you couldn’t make someone love you, but Jamie knew for a fact that you could make someone hate you. He’d done it time after time. You just had to sacrifice who you really were, you had to be vain and cruel and then they would leave you alone. That was what he wanted, for no one to know him or see inside him.

“Are you incapable of picking it up yourself?” Ava was still flushed and could feel the heat in her face and throat.

“It’s not my job,” Jamie Mather said. “It’s yours.”

“Maybe you’re too inept,” Ava tossed out in a cool tone even though she was burning up.

Ava wouldn’t have thought he had a heart if she hadn’t heard it pounding. She’d been taught to hear such things at Sunday meeting at Lilith House. Listen carefully and it was possible to hear the heartbeat of the world. The sound of Jamie’s heart was quite loud, almost as if he were having a heart attack. Ava hunched down and collected the knives and spoons and forks, all of which immediately tarnished, turning black at her touch, the sign of a witch. She was glad no one seemed to have noticed, and she quickly wiped the utensils down with her apron so that they gleamed once more. Boys all around were laughing at her, and one or two had applauded when she bent down for the silverware. “That’s the position we like to see you in,” they called rudely.

Ava tossed the handful of silverware onto the wooden table. The clatter was so loud people could hear it in the corridor. It sounded like a bell, the echo of an unmasked heart.

Maureen, always the protective sort, arrived and linked her arm through Ava’s. They were two of a kind after all, Radcliffe or not. “You’re a bunch of asses,” she told the boys in her sweetest voice. “Go jump in a lake.”

Ava refused to move when Maureen tugged on her arm, even though there was still Boston cream pie to serve and their own dinner to eat and dishes to wash up, and after that the dining hall would need to be swept.

“Are you happy now?” Ava said to Jamie.

He laughed and ran a hand through his hair. “Happy? When am I ever not happy?”

“You’re a complete fake,” Ava told him, softly, so that only he could hear. “You’re not one bit happy.” When she let her mind go free, as she’d been taught to do during their weekly meditations in the library at Lilith House, she could see Jamie standing in the shade of a dark wood, a cobalt blue lake before him. Crickets were calling and he was all alone, a hurt look on his face. He walked into the water, and then he stopped, too fearful to go on. Despite his bad behavior, Ava’s heart went out to him. He was not what he appeared to be.

“Insult another waitress from now on,” Ava told Jamie. She had the sense that if she didn’t get away from him right now, she might never have the chance to do so. “I’m quitting.”

Ava had already turned from Jamie but now he stood up and leaned in close. She could hear the watch he wore counting off seconds. “I dreamed of you and here you are,” he said.

He might have said more, but all at once there was a ruckus. Everyone turned to look upward, and there were shouts all through the room. Twelve crows had descended through the open windows, the very same crows that had followed Ava from Maine. Maureen pulled Ava into the kitchen, while in the dining room people shouted, with many ducking under the tables and still others running for the doors. Black feathers fell from above. When the crows swooped toward him, Jamie held his hands over his face to ensure they wouldn’t peck out his eyes.

His mother had told him a story he never forgot. A crow had fallen in love with a woman, but they inhabited two different worlds, and their hearts had been broken. Sometimes, though, her story had a different ending, one Jamie had almost forgotten. Just when they thought their love was impossible and it seemed they would always be divided by air, by water, and by land, the whole world changed. That was when it no longer mattered if one had wings and the other had arms.



Once they were back in the kitchen, Ava removed her apron and tossed it onto the counter. “I’ll find someplace to work where I’m not treated like a servant.”

She took a plate of Boston cream pie from the row of leftover desserts and began to eat, filling her mouth with the sugary stuff. She was ravenous, perhaps because she was in a fury, was so famished that she took a dinner roll and stuck it in her pocket to have later on. “You were right. That Jamie Mather is worthless.”

All the same, Maureen saw the rapt expression on her new friend’s face; the attraction Ava felt for Mather was there plain as day, poor thing. “You could have him if you wanted him,” Maureen said. “But would you really want all the baggage he comes with? That dreadful family?” The instant their eyes met, Maureen knew the truth. “Oh, no. Tell me you don’t.”

“I have zero interest,” Ava insisted, but it sounded like a lie, even to herself.

Maureen shook her head. “Love is chemistry. If it weren’t, people wouldn’t do such stupid things in the name of love. His family judged us and murdered us, that is a fact. And you know what they say: the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

But actually, apples often did fall far from the trees where they’d grown. Ava had often found them in the oddest places, amid the woods and among the pines, on the shore of the pond, at the end of the dirt driveway where the chain was meant to keep people away. Perhaps the apples had been taken up in gusts of a chill wind, or crows had dropped them as they flew above the rooftops; all Ava knew was that apples scattered far and wide. She thought of those nights in Maine when she couldn’t sleep, when a woman in a hooded coat stood outside the window, tapping on the glass, leaving black apples on the sill. She should have been afraid, but she wasn’t then, and she wasn’t now.



Maureen hugged Ava goodbye before Ava headed down Dunster Street. “I wish you were at Radcliffe with me,” Ava said.

Maureen shook her head. “It’s not for everyone. Not every witch is a legacy.”

“I’m not,” Ava insisted.

“As far as you know,” Maureen called over her shoulder. “Just don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

Ava laughed. Maureen was so brave, Ava couldn’t imagine something she wouldn’t be willing to do. “I’ll try my best,” she called back. Even though the evening had been a disaster, at least she had made a friend, one who had set her to thinking there might be a reason she had been chosen by the Lilith Society.

If Cambridge was haunted, as people vowed it was, dusk was the hour when the oddest things happened. A stone in your shoe that reminded you of something you’d long ago forgotten, a voice calling your name, the chirping of frogs when there were none to be found, crows gathering above you, all of the twelve who had been in the dining room. Ava darted through the rusted gates of the Old Burial Ground, which was set between some shops and a church with a tall steeple. Cambridge had been a wilderness in the 1600s, a forlorn and dangerous place to some, but a haven to those who feared witch-hunters far more than they would ever fear the wolves who came to howl at the cemetery gates.

The iron fence had been erected by settlers who were convinced wolves would never cross a boundary that was man-made. That was the legend, but it was nothing more. Wolves went where they wished to, until the guns came out. Here there were the graves of Harvard presidents and professors, buried alongside the enslaved men and women they owned. Nearby were the headstones of soldiers of the Revolution, some of whom had been born into slavery and had fought bravely for a country where they had no rights. Wives and children were often nameless, buried in the grave of the man of the family, whose name was the only one carved in stone. The cemetery was no longer used and hadn’t been for some time, but there was a whispering in the trees that Ava could hear, as if the dead could still talk to the living.

I could tell you everything, if you would listen. I could open the door to the rest of your life.

To ward off ghosts, a person must pull on gloves and hold a spray of stinging nettle, but Ava had no fear of spirits, she had always heard them rustling in the trees back home, and so she went on. At the far side of the burying ground, she found that the gate had been padlocked with a heavy chain. There was no choice other than to climb the fence, despite her flared skirt and the patent leather flats she’d borrowed from Lauren. She wished she had gotten up the nerve to look for Jamie Mather after dinner. Instead, she’d merely peered out through the kitchen door so she could spy him in the dining room. There he was, sitting alone at a long table, folding and refolding a piece of paper, but he soon enough lost patience and left. When Ava stepped into the echoing, empty hall, she found he’d folded the paper into the shape of a crow. She picked it up to take with her when she left. Whether or not he’d meant for her to have it didn’t matter. It belonged to her now.

Ava was deep in thought as she landed on the other side of the cemetery fence, and she nearly stumbled over the black dog that had been tied to a metal post, but a low growl snapped her out of her reverie. There, right in front of her, was a snarling, wolfish thing huddled beside a hedge. Ava was accustomed to the ill-behaved dogs who guarded the orchards back home, wild sheepdogs who chased off skunks and raccoons and coyotes, along with townspeople. She was used to being threatened by people as well, especially when she walked home from school and girls hurled rocks at her back, calling her names and chasing her along the road. Then one day when she was running away, she noticed a rabbit in the grass, shivering, too afraid to move. That was when she decided she would not be a rabbit anymore. She picked up the poor creature and held him in her arms, then she took up a rock that had been thrown at her and threw it right back. The girls scattered, and that was that. They left her alone from then on. Ava had found she wasn’t frightened anymore. Every time she saw the rabbit she called him over and let him sit in her lap, and she vowed she would never let an abused creature go without her help.

She went to the dog outside the cemetery so that she could untie the fraying rope, even though his growl intensified. “Do you want to be free or not?” Ava said to him. She reached for the dinner roll she’d taken from the kitchen, and when she set it down the creature devoured it in two bites. He was some sort of German shepherd, so skinny she could see his ribs, clearly ill-treated, with marks around his neck from the rope cutting into his flesh. He quieted but continued to stare at her through narrowed yellow eyes. After she untied the dog and set him free, Ava walked on. Right away she heard a padding sound behind her. She did her best to shoo the creature away, but the stray persisted in following her all the way to Lilith House. He clearly wanted to accompany her.

“You can’t come in, silly,” Ava told him from the porch. “Go on. Find your way home.”

From her window on the topmost floor, Lauren spied Ava. She immediately closed her journal. Since she’d joined the society, Lauren’s talents had expanded. She had learned to concentrate on her gifts, and because of her attention, they had increased each week. Lately, she had been writing in a secret alphabet that she had discovered in a battered old edition in the Lilith library, a series of symbols used for left-handed magic. She made certain that the book was put away when anyone walked past in the hallway. She already felt that the power within her might frighten other people, for sometimes she unnerved herself with her abilities. Catch a bird and let it go. Speak its language and your own. Look into the future and see how the sun will set a year from now on this same day. Call clouds to you. Be fearless in the middle of a dark night.

“Hey,” she called out when Ava passed by. Ever since the first night, when she was nearly hit by a car, there was one thing Lauren knew for certain. Her fate and Ava’s were braided together, strands that were unbreakable no matter what. “I hope you know that black dogs are known to follow funerals and protect spirits,” Lauren said. “And if they’re yours, they’re loyal until death.”

“He’s not my dog.” Ava joined Lauren at the window, and as she looked onto the lawn, her heart went out to the poor creature, who was waiting patiently in the damp grass.

“He’s definitely yours,” Lauren said.

“Maybe he could tell I had an awful night,” Ava wondered. “I quit my job,” she admitted.

“Well, that lasted about five minutes.”

“It was more like an eternity.”

“I’d say I told you so, but I already did.”

“What would you say if a boy told you he dreamed about you?” Ava said.

“I would say he was full of shit. I’d wonder if he wasn’t some sort of maniac.”

“Right,” Ava said softly. Of course.

“Who is he?” Lauren asked.

“Someone at Eliot House. Jamie Mather.”

Lauren’s expression grew dark. She knew about the clannish, wealthy Mathers who’d been involved in the witch trials, judging whomever they pleased and finding them guilty with no proof at all. Her grandmother had once said they’d done something so dreadful to the Bell family they could never be forgiven. We would not be here if they’d had their way, Lauren’s grandmother told her, and when Lauren begged to hear more, her grandmother shook her head. Some things are too terrible to carry with us.

“Take my advice.” Lauren was serious. “Stay away from him, Ava.”

“I intend to.”

And yet when Ava fell asleep, Jamie Mather managed to make his way into her dreams. There he was, waiting for her, and it was up to her whether she went forward to meet him or ran as fast as she could in the other direction, so fast that she lifted off the ground.



Ava managed to snag a job waitressing at the Peacock Café, where she learned to make Italian espresso and fizzy almond sodas. She had far fewer problems with the customers, who were often leafing through poetry books, than she’d had with the boys at Eliot House. She often thought of Jamie Mather and wondered if she’d made a mistake in leaving the dining room at the dorm. Throughout the fall, she did her best to concentrate on her studies, staying up late, curled on her bed, bundled in a sweater, the dog who had indeed turned out to be hers stretched out on the floor. He had waited outside the door to Lilith House until she finally let him in, and once he was there, it seemed as if he’d always belonged to her. She’d named him Jack and had bought him a leash and a collar at the hardware store, not that she really needed them, for he was her shadow at all times. During that busy semester, Ava spied Jamie in Harvard Square on several occasions. Her heart blew up when she saw him, but he was always with one girl or another, girls who went to Palm Beach or France during their winter holidays, who laughed at how rude he was, girls who couldn’t have cared less about his bad reputation. Once they’d nearly slammed into each other in the doorway of the Peacock Café, where Ava now worked the evening shift. Jamie was leaving, accompanied by a beautiful girl with long black hair who slouched along beside him, her arm through his, acting as though he belonged to her.

“The silverware is on the floor,” Jamie said, nodding to a rear table, taunting Ava as he had in Eliot House, with the same wide grin.

“You should be careful. There are crows in the trees outside,” Ava said right back, thinking of how they had come to protect her in the dining room. “I wouldn’t want you to be frightened.”

“What is she talking about?” the girl with Jamie asked. A small building at Radcliffe had been named for her family in exchange for their generous donations. This girl had known Jamie since they were in nursery school, and she’d always thought if he settled down, he might be husband material.

“Absolutely nothing,” Jamie said, frowning, frustrated with himself for being so attracted to Ava. “Maybe I should buy you a drink sometime,” he blurted before he could stop himself. “Just to make sure you don’t curse me.”

“I don’t drink,” Ava said.

“Clever girl.” He himself drank far too much.

“Don’t call me that again,” Ava told him.

“Clever?” Jamie’s date was tugging on his arm, but he ignored her. He hated the fact that he was interested in Ava, but he was.

“Don’t call me girl,” Ava said.

She realized she was blocking the exit, so she stepped away, and Jamie and his date went past her. All the same, there was something that she recognized beneath his arrogant attitude. He’d dreamed of her and now she dreamed of him and in her dreams she ran through the woods without shoes, her feet bleeding. There was the water, dark and deep. There was the key to a door. She’d heard about Jamie’s ancestors’ crimes against women, and she wanted to know more. As she stood on the café threshold and watched him walk away, Ava had already decided that her next stop would be the library.



Widener Library, built by the mother of a graduate who had gone down with the Titanic, had opened in 1915. Unlike Lamont Library, where women had no access to the stacks, Widener allowed female students to use the main reading room, but only till 6:00 p.m., with specific routes to follow through the hallways so as not to distract male students. The official excuse for the exclusion of women was the fact that there were no ladies’ rooms. In fact, there were no toilet facilities for women in all of Harvard Yard, except at Memorial Church. However, a few serious female students were allowed to do research at the Divinity School library, on the far side of campus, and although women wouldn’t be admitted as students for another five years, undergraduates could occasionally do research there. Of course, women had been part of the Divinity School as cleaners and staff, helping to run the library, editing manuscripts, and cataloging materials.

Ava found her way to the Moses Stuart Reading Room in the Andover-Harvard Theological Library, then made her way up to the stacks. As a lover of libraries, she immediately felt comfortable here. She soon discovered that the Mathers’ history was as well documented as it was tragic. Time passed quickly, especially once she discovered that the Mathers were involved in the witchcraft mania of the seventeenth century, when accused women were brought to Gallows Hill in carts while stones were thrown and blackbirds circled. It was a time when the world had gone mad with hatred, and such madness could spread through the population when you least expected it to; it happened all the time. The evidence used in the Salem trials was the same as it always was when fear and hatred were stitched together with a sharp needle and coarse thread. If a woman walked along with a black dog, that was enough proof of guilt, and she was blamed if halfway across town a child fell ill, or a man drank himself to death. Someone had to be held responsible, especially if she had red hair or extra teeth or an eleventh finger that was soon enough chopped off with a carving knife.

Soon the study tables and desks in the library were all but deserted. It was almost the end of October, and the trees outside were brilliant. Though a light rain was falling, the gold and red leaves lit up the arched windows. Ava was sitting cross-legged on the floor, sifting through sermons, when she found an envelope. She took a deep breath. It was as if the envelope had been left for her, just as surely as if her name had been printed upon it. Inside she found a sheaf of yellowing paper, which had never been catalogued. On impulse, Ava placed the paper into her bag. She was a borrower, not a thief; still her pulse had gone wild, the way it does when you know your life will never be the same again, when the words you haven’t yet read are already burning through you, when you will soon know something that will change the way you look at the world and may just change your life.

The world began with words, and so did magic.

Speak and you shall create. Abra kadabra.

If Ava wanted to know the truth, all she had to do was read.





THE FIRST WITCH OF CAMBRIDGE

1692

Dear Reader,

If you have found this letter, you were meant to remember what has been forgotten. When you walk, I walk with you. When you weep, I weep for you. I was born with magic, but my story was not my own until I took it upon myself to tell it. Words will break your heart, but what would you be without them? Writing is the antidote to sorrow, and the first step of magic. I couldn’t allow my story to belong to the men who were convinced that the world belonged to them, speaking with the vocabulary of greed without realizing there was another language, ours, the language of snow and hyacinths, of fields of grass that would hide our footsteps when we fled, the language of women, which is the oldest alphabet of all.

When I was a child, I was a resident of London. Not that I was ever truly young. I wasn’t allowed that luxury due to circumstances and fate. I was poor and female, and that was all people saw. They didn’t notice the light inside me, and when they said I was nothing, I believed them, until one day I suddenly believed in myself.

Before I came to Boston, I had been interned in Bridewell Prison in London, named after a palace, which I can assure you it was not. It was nothing more than a foul pile of bricks set near Tothill Fields, Westminster, in London. I had been my mother’s helper as a laundress, and then a lady’s maid, and finally a criminal when I was judged a thief. The moment you stepped through the entryway of the prison, fleas and lice would attack you, and that was hardly the worst of it. Here in prison, the young were set among the old, the mad with the sane, murderesses slept beside women who had stolen ten pennies’ worth of flour to keep their families fed. The dozen or so women who had been judged to be witches lived in the worst squalor, locked inside iron cages to ensure their magic wouldn’t work, for iron was thought to deter them. I knew from the start that it was better to be sentenced as a thief than it was to be tried for witchery, and so I was quiet about my talents. I bided my time. My mother had always told me to tell the truth, unless the truth would get me killed. In that case I should keep my mouth shut.

Many of the women in prison paid for their crimes by being sent to the colonies to be indentured servants for seven years, working alongside enslaved African people in the fields, sleeping in sheds, and praying for the days to pass quickly. I had decided that I would do whatever I must to have a different sort of life. Take me to the river, and I would swim across, even if I was bound in ropes meant to drag me down. I was born with the will to survive. Anyone would think I was a fool to have faith, considering the life I had known, but I had the gift of divination, and I knew there was another world awaiting me outside Boston.

I was taken to jail after my first master insisted upon giving me his wife’s silver ring, expecting the payment of my body in exchange for his unwanted gift. I refused it, but my master would not take no for an answer, and he insisted I accept it. Right away the ring turned black in my hands, for silver is an element that is changed by people like me. Then he came into my room and slipped his hands beneath my blanket. When he was done with me, I cursed him, then I made certain he would never do to any other girl what he had done to me. When he died from poisoning, the authorities insisted that I was the cause, for hemlock had been found in his cup. They should have taken note of the satisfied expression on his wife’s face, for she was the one who had done away with him. Instead, they dragged me to prison, for I was no one in that world, considered to be worthless property, as young girls often are.

My chance at a new life came when Mistress Maria Mather arrived for a tour of the prison. How I came to Cambridge might seem arbitrary, but I believed it was the fate I made for myself. The Mathers had journeyed to London so that the master could argue for help for the crown colony of Massachusetts and to ask for a charter for Harvard College, where he had been named president in 1685 and would remain so until 1692, the first man in the colonies to be awarded a doctorate of divinity and of sacred theology. One of Increase Mather’s goals was to be rid of their current governor, whom he thought far too liberal. In that he was successful, as he was in all other things. The king allowed Reverend Mather his choice of a new governor so that Puritan values would be upheld, a moral and religious earnestness in which there was no room for other beliefs and practices. The master’s friend Mr. Phips was given the honor of becoming governor, a position that, in the end, would cause him nothing but grief.

My mistress had journeyed from Massachusetts with her husband, and rather than sit in her room and drink tea, she attempted to see what good she could do in our city. I knew right away that she was a woman of noble intentions, one who placed others above herself.

“Please wait,” I begged when she walked by me on that day. Fate had come to me, and I was ready for it. If you don’t grab it, it will walk right past you. “You’ll never find a truer servant if you take me with you,” I called after her.

If she paid a small sum to the prison, she could take me on as an indentured servant. The prison would be happy to be rid of me, since I talked back on behalf of myself and any other woman who was being mistreated. Mistress Mather might have kept on walking, but when she looked at me, our fate was sealed. I thought it was likely that I reminded her of herself when she was younger, when her parents agreed that she should marry her stepbrother, the man who forced her to renounce her truest self, who loved her yet never allowed her to be who she really was. Later, she told me I resembled an angel in the Bible she kept by her bedside, and that was what caused her to gaze upon me with such interest and compassion. The matron had clipped my red hair down to my scalp when I first entered Bridewell, saying it was the devil’s color. I wore a white gown, as did all the inmates, one so thin my teeth chattered. I looked forlorn and lost, but I wasn’t. I was waiting for an opportunity to show who I was.

During Mistress Mather’s visit, a madwoman rushed out of a corner when she spied our esteemed guest. She unexpectedly grabbed our visitor by the throat, driven by her own reckless imaginings, wanting to hurt someone as badly as she herself had been wounded. I was the one who pulled off the attacker, and I kept the assailant restrained by sitting on her, pinning her to the floor as I ignored the rats nearby. Angels do what they must, as do women who have no choice but to make their way through the sorrows of the world.

Mistress Mather brought me to their lodgings and begged her husband to allow her to take me in. I could see he didn’t want me near by the way he looked at me; he was repulsed by my shorn hair and my filthy hands, but he didn’t deny his wife her request. Whatever his flaws, he loved his wife, even though his career and his reputation always came first. His name, Increase, was a translation of Yosef, Joseph in the Bible, and although he and my mistress were not related by blood, they had grown up together and had always believed they were two halves of the same soul. I was well aware that the Reverend wished he could toss me out the door and watch me disappear into the streets of London, but there was no way to get rid of me now. I had saved Mistress Mather, and she would do nothing less than save me in return.

I had already begun to realize that despite our circumstances, my mistress and I were not so different from one another. We both had secrets. Most people do, but we shared a single trait that could cause us to have our lives taken from us should anyone discover what we were. I realized this the first night, when she pricked her finger on a spindle. The drop of blood that fell was black, the same strange color as my own. My mother had told me that there were scores of women who studied the Nameless Art and could heal with herbs and potion and tonics, but that we were different. Magic ran through us, it was in our bloodline, something we could never deny.

On my first night of freedom, Mistress Mather quickly tied a cloth around her hand so that no one would see what she was. All the same, I understood that even though her name was Mather, she was no different than me.

We were the women they wanted to burn.

I accompanied the Mathers on their voyage across the Atlantic when they returned from London. There was a widespread fear of witches among sailors, who believed ships could be bewitched, for they lived a world where anything seemed possible. There were all manner of astounding creatures in the ocean, each one a rare and unusual miracle. Whales and sharks swam by us as if our ship was nothing more than a speck of dust set upon the ocean. Great jellyfish that appeared to contain all the world within their many arms and legs glowed green in the darkness of the night. There were seas of plankton, forests that grew upside down. I sat on the deck and watched the endless waves and knew how fortunate I was that Mistress Mather had rescued me. I would always be grateful to her, and after that voyage, I have always been beside her when she was in need. I have helped her in her times of illness, administering the Eight Herbs Charm, a mixture of nettle, chamomile, thyme, fennel, lavender, rosemary, ginger, and apple boiled in water and ashes, to protect from illness and toxins. I have been more of a daughter to her than her own daughters, but there is one difference between us, a philosophy I learned during the time of my incarceration. She had decided to hide who she truly was and to always place her husband first, and I had already learned I must trust myself above all others. Even then, I was yearning for a time and place when no one could tell me who I could be.





CHAPTER SIX

On the last night of October the blue dusk came early. Darkness fell across the lawns and hedges, yet light was cast by the candles set in pumpkins on porches and in front windows. Already the streets of Cambridge were swarming with children going house to house in pursuit of magic. They knocked on doors begging for candy, collecting chalky, sweet Necco wafers and fireballs that burned their mouths and turned their tongues red, racing across lawns, and shrieking like goblins. The boys were dressed as cowboys and spacemen; the girls were either princesses in sparkly pink or witches in black capes and hats, with the witches far outnumbering the princesses. Residents of the city locked their doors when their children were done trick-or-treating, and they set out bowls of apples on their front porches, for apples were said to be witches’ favorite treat, and such gifts were said to help ensure there would be no tricks played, no soot coming down the chimney, no one jumping off a roof, no children roused by dreams of women dancing in the grass.

What was now called Halloween or All Hallows’ Eve had originally been known as Samhain, the festival that marked the world’s journey into winter’s darkness, celebrated with bonfires and dances. It was a time for welcoming the dead to walk through the world of the living, for it was when the veil between the worlds of the human and the spirit dissolved. Even nonbelievers had to admit there were many more witches in Cambridge than anyone might have imagined, and for these few hours on the last day of the tenth month, the darkly glimmering world belonged to them. They were schoolteachers and nurses and librarians; they had gardens filled with rue and rosemary and lavender and roses; they went unnoticed as they had their coffees at the Peacock Café or treated their children to ice cream sundaes served in cold, silvery dishes at Bailey’s in Harvard Square. Everyone practicing the Nameless Art came to join in the dance on this night, whether they were beautiful or plain, young or old, whether they were bloodline witches or simply women who had faith in the natural world around them.

The path at Mount Auburn Cemetery led past the huge statue of the Sphinx, made of a single block of granite from Hallowell, Maine, and erected in 1872 to honor soldiers who had perished in the Civil War. They went past Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s gravesite, past the statue of the loyal dog where people often left sticks, past the mulberry bushes, and walked into the garden of life and death to celebrate Samhain, as the boundaries between the real world and the world to come opened. On all other nights, local teenagers came to the cemetery to drink beer and run riot. If they were lucky, they might have clumsy, fevered sex beneath the willow trees, but on this night, even the most headstrong girls trembled beside the graves, and their rowdy boyfriends, who had claimed to have no fear, ran like rabbits through the brambles in an effort to escape the rustling in the trees and the women in black.

Lauren and Lionel had attended these gatherings ever since they were children, and they still took a childish delight in celebrating Samhain, throwing off their coats and going barefoot, even though the air was chilly. It was said that on this night, spirits of the dead could arise on the cemetery paths, invisible but there all the same. If you remembered the dead, you would be free from the rules and responsibilities that restricted the living. Bring a photograph of someone who had passed and say their name; look into the darkness, and you would find there was still light. You could dance all night and forget your sorrows rather than be blinded by grief; you could be fearless and watch the stars turn white as chalk.

On this night, Lionel was quite silent and not in the least celebratory. Just that afternoon he had been in attendance at an unsuccessful trauma surgery at the Peter Bent Brigham Hospital. An unconscious nineteen-year-old woman who had been dumped in a heap outside the door to the emergency room had suffered cardiac arrest, and all attempts to resuscitate her had failed. The young woman had undergone a botched abortion, and despite the surgical team’s frantic attempts to save her, she had died. She’d had ID, so at least they were able to contact her family in Wellesley, who had come to mourn her in the waiting room.

When nothing more could be done, the medical students were let go for the evening. They went to a local bar to drown their sorrows, but Lionel stayed behind to sit with the body. He spoke a blessing and paced the room. His instructor, a middle-aged surgeon who’d seen death more times than he could count, had come by after a nurse alerted him that one medical student had refused to leave the operating room. The older surgeon had seen it before, and he’d seen Lionel Bell’s empathetic nature when dealing with patients.

“We do the best we can to go up against the Angel of Death, but sometimes he wins,” he told Lionel.

“The Angel of Death wasn’t the problem,” Lionel responded. “She should have been able to have a procedure here, in a hospital, not in some back room at the hands of someone who was likely not a doctor.”

Lionel thought the surgeon would argue with him, perhaps even report him to the dean of the medical school, but instead the doctor simply shook his head. “Hopefully that will be true someday. Until then, we do the best we can.”

Lionel had forced himself to leave the hospital, but even now, at the Samhain gathering, he couldn’t let the lost patient go. When he’d stopped by the chapel, her grieving parents had told him she’d been a student at Boston University. He’d sat in his car in the parking lot for some time—it was as good a place to cry as any other—then he’d pulled himself together and met Lauren at the cemetery gates, just as they’d always done. To explain his foul mood, Lionel simply told his sister it had been a lousy day at the hospital, but she saw through him. She could still read his mind when he wasn’t careful enough to pull a curtain over his thoughts. “You’ll save more lives than you’ll lose,” she assured him.

“Will I?” Lionel wondered.

“You absolutely will,” Lauren said with certainty. Healing was his gift and his skill, and it always had been.

Lionel had been considering love’s many forms and had come to think of it as a saving grace, the reason to be in this world. When he went to the clubs on weekends, he was no longer in search of encounters that never lasted beyond a night. He wanted more, and he often found himself thinking of the scenes he’d witnessed during his hours in the hospital. The wives who sat at their husbands’ bedsides, the overwhelming emotion that sifted through the rooms where children were born and men and women died. He no longer wanted to meet someone new every Saturday night. He wanted true love, the real kind, the kind that would last.

When he thought it might never happen, he’d stumbled onto exactly what he’d been looking for. Lionel was headed down an alleyway when the private club he visited, frequented by Harvard professors and students, was warned about a raid. As he sprinted away into the soft darkness, a panic rising in his chest about what an arrest could mean to his career, he tripped and fell. When he lifted his eyes, he found a detective standing over him. The light was behind the officer, and at first Lionel thought a dark angel had come upon him. Perhaps he’d died, and the angel was there to lead him to the next world, but when the detective reached down to help Lionel off the ground, he saw that his companion wasn’t an angel. All the same, this man was everything, angel or not. Lionel knew it as soon as they exchanged a look, which contained all that was reckless and all that was divine.

“You should avoid this place,” the detective told him. They were close enough to feel the heat from one another’s bodies. The detective was perhaps twenty-five, with dark Irish looks and surprising green eyes. He was a local boy, and his accent might have made Lionel laugh if this was a different situation, but it wasn’t. “It’s dangerous,” the detective went on. There were police officers searching every room in the club, but this young man had just made detective and he’d stepped outside on this evening, unwilling to arrest people merely for being themselves. “If you wind up in jail,” he told Lionel, “there will be little I can do for you.”

“What can you do for me now?” Lionel found himself saying. He felt as though he were drowning, but he didn’t mind. He would drown a thousand times if need be to remain in this man’s presence.

And then it had happened. A single wild kiss before the detective ran off as though he’d been stung. Lionel had been in a state of shock, unsure of what was a dream and what had been real. After he made his way down the alley, he went to the riverside and took a tab of lysergic diethylamide acid on a thin sheet of paper that dissolved in his mouth. He had been in a study at the hospital to see what benefits LSD might have, and he’d been a perfect subject, expanding his mind.

The chemical compound lysergic acid had first been used in experiments in Switzerland on ergot, the fungus that grew on rye and other grains, a property said to have been the cause of the Salem witchcraft trials. It was likely that ergot had caused hallucinations among those who testified in Salem, causing them to insist they had witnessed strange and evil practices—women visiting them in their beds, undocumented attacks, yellow birds speaking in human voices—claiming that a dark, invisible world existed side by side with our own. When Lionel tested the chemical on himself, it was as if a door had been thrown open and he could grasp the heart of the universe. There were times when he thought he might shatter and break, but on this night his mind and heart had both opened. He stared at the dark, muddy water of the Charles River, and it was as though he’d been kissed again, a thousand times over, and then he understood what love was; it wasn’t a choice, it was like the air that you breathed. As they walked along the cemetery path, Lionel and Lauren were both thinking of love, and each was stricken by loneliness. Love was not just a human condition, witches felt it, too. But what was the point of love, that’s what Lauren wanted to know. Didn’t it just mean you had more to lose? Ava was walking behind the Bells with Jack beside her when she suddenly stopped. Jamie Mather was perched beside the statue of the steadfast dog who stood guard over his master’s grave.

Lauren looked to see what had captured Ava’s attention. “What the hell is he doing here?” she asked.

“Isn’t it evident?” Lionel had spied Jamie staring at Ava.

“I’ll catch up to you,” Ava told them as she set off toward Jamie. His being there wasn’t an accident. After reading about his family, Ava had felt at last she had reason to contact him. She’d had Maureen leave a note on his dinner tray asking him to meet her at the cemetery.

“You’ll regret it,” Maureen had told her, and now Lauren said the very same thing. Ava’s two friends were opposites, but when it came to Jamie, they agreed that she should stay away.

“A Mather should always be avoided,” Lauren called after Ava, who was already headed down the path, not listening to the words of warning. “Love will ruin her,” Lauren said sadly as she and Lionel watched Ava disappear into the dusk.

“You’re wrong, you know.” Lionel understood that his sister was still the girl she’d been, the one who had always feared the cruelty of the world, who was drawn to the Crooked Path to protect herself against attachments and grief. All the same, he had promised himself he would always do his best to be honest with his sister. “It’s people that ruin things, not love.”



Each time Ava took a breath as she approached Jamie she felt her ribs would shatter.

“Here you are,” Jamie said when she sat beside him on the gravestone next to the faithful dog. As for Jack, he kept his distance.

“I didn’t know if you’d show up,” Ava said.

“I thought I’d better show. I had that dream again, only this time you were running away from me. Probably a good move.”

Ava had dreamed the exact same thing. “My feet were bleeding.”

Jamie gave her a soul-searching look, for that image had been in his dream as well. He wanted to tell her she should run away now, that he was bad luck, and had been a failure all his life. Instead, he ran a hand through his thick hair and said nothing. For once in his life, he was flustered. He’d come here on impulse, because Ava was beautiful and because she caused him to feel like a fool. When the crows had come in through the windows of the dining hall she hadn’t seemed the least bit surprised. She was a mystery, and he was here to find out her secrets.

“This is quite a gathering,” he said of the stream of people headed past them.

“It’s Samhain,” Ava explained. “Halloween. You’ve never celebrated it?”

“My family?” He laughed. “If anyone came trick-or-treating my father would have the maid send them away.”

“The maid,” Ava said. “I’ll bet she didn’t even have a name.”

“They changed fairly often. I learned not to get too attached.”

“Is that your problem?” Ava teased.

“Who said I had a problem?”

They both laughed at that. It was obvious that Jamie wasn’t the type to let anyone get close, at least he hadn’t been before.

There were children who turned cartwheels on the grass, and older women who helped one another down the path, and a few men who wore black coats. In the distance, the women from Lilith House were headed toward the pond, where they would write out their wishes on scraps of paper, then burn them and sprinkle the ashes onto leaves that were floated into the still green water, creating one ripple at a time.

“Let’s find a place where we can talk,” Jamie said.

He stood and reached out his hand to Ava, and they walked along Bluebell Path, where red leaves covered the ground. Ava didn’t want to feel as she did, but in spite of herself she was more and more drawn to Jamie. She felt quite dizzy, as she had when she was a girl walking through the woods at night. If she were free, she would have to make choices. Be brave, the lessons on Sunday at Lilith House insisted. Be willing to do what you most fear if you ever plan to be free.

They found themselves in a secluded glen that had once been an apple orchard tended by the first witch of Cambridge. There were still apple seeds on the ground, always a sign of good fortune. Jack’s eyes were trained on Jamie, and whenever Jamie came too close to Ava, the dog growled low in his throat.

“People in my family often elicit that response,” Jamie remarked, not in the least offended by the snarling dog.

“I’ve been reading about the Mathers’ history,” Ava said.

“Have you?” Jamie’s family was his curse and his destiny, and no one else’s business. Frankly, he was embarrassed to have anyone digging around to discover just how evil some of them were. “Will you start growling as well?”

“I thought you might be interested in knowing more about your past.”

Jamie gave Ava a look. He didn’t need her to know that he was the boy who had hid in the woods, who feared water, who never showed how easily hurt he was, whose ancestors were witch-hunters responsible for the ruination of so many. “I know more than enough.”

“I found a letter in the Divinity School library that mentioned how special Increase Mather’s wife was. I think you may take after her.”

“So I’m special? As in rich? Or do you mean cruel? Did she have slaves or servants that she mistreated?”

“She had talents,” Ava told him.

Jamie felt himself grow cold, something he often felt at home when he stood in front of the portraits in his family’s library. “Such as.”

“Magic,” Ava told him.

Jamie frowned, and his face looked drawn. “That’s why you asked me to meet you? Because you think a Mather had magical abilities?” He had hoped for something different. He’d hoped she had been dreaming about him. He looked up into the yew trees, and there they were, twelve crows in all. Yews were often planted in graveyards to protect the dead, because their leaves contained a poison that would drive animals and enemies away. Here it was, the purpose of this night; the dead could visit the living in stories and songs, and perhaps in letters as well. “You should just let it be,” Jamie told Ava. “My family is none of your business.”

“Maybe we have more in common than you think.” Ava held up her hand; there was the scar that had been left by the removal of her eleventh finger. “Do you have a scar like this?”

Not knowing who you were made a wedge of anger stick in your throat, as if a stone were caught there. You couldn’t choke it up and you couldn’t say what was most important. That was what connected Ava and Jamie, whether or not he liked it. All the same, he was immediately defensive. His brothers had always made fun of his scar and he’d been embarrassed and had thought of it as a deformity. “It was from an accident. I fell between some rocks. I was too young to remember what happened.”

“Then why do I have the same scar you do? I think our parents didn’t want us to know the truth. We’re not like other people. I think you know that.”

Jamie didn’t like the direction their conversation had taken. “Prove it.”

Flustered by how angry he was, Ava reached for a stick and stabbed the sharp edge into the palm of her hand. If he wanted proof she would give it to him. Her dark blood fell onto the ground, burning through the grass.

“Do you believe me now?” she said.

Jamie rose to his feet, light-headed, with no clever words to fend her off. “That was a trick. Ava, I don’t know what you’re trying to do, but this is crazy.”

Ava stood up to face him, hurt by his response. “If you think I’m crazy, maybe you should stay away from me.”

“I’m not a research project, Ava. Stop investigating my family.”

“I’ll do as I please,” she told him, stung by his response.

“Who am I to stop you?” Jamie flung back at her. He was done with this, and he did what he always did when he was threatened. He’d seen black blood before, and had never said a word about it. Keep it to yourself, his mother had told him. Some things are best kept secret. Now he turned his back, shoulders hunched, shut down.

Jack was growling more fiercely, lips drawn back. Dogs had always been drawn to Jamie, the Labrador retrievers at home as well as strays on the street, but this one clearly could see through his bravado. Ava had taken off and was running through the cemetery gates, and the dog raced after her across the lawns, down paths laden with leaves. Ava had said too much, and she couldn’t take it back. The Lilith Society warned its members to keep the truth to themselves, for they’d suffered too much at the hands of those who wished to imprison them.

Share who you are and they’ll think you’re mad, they’ll lock you away, they’ll burn you at dawn when the birds are waking and calling out to you, seven days will pass as if they were seven years and when you turn around everything you know will be gone.



That weekend, on his visit to his family’s home in Sudbury, Jamie spent most of his time in his boyhood bedroom, where he had always kept the shades drawn. Late at night, before he could think clearly, he took up the penknife he’d had since he was ten and stabbed himself. He did it quickly, before he could stop himself, before he could tell himself he was a fool to listen to Ava. He did it and there it was. There had been no mistake. His blood was black. He’d always had a faint memory of a fall near the pond onto a sharp, craggy rock. His mother had tied a white bandage around his arm afterward, whispering, Keep this to yourself. Don’t show your father. No matter what, you belong to us. My crow, she’d said. My dearest boy.

Back then, his mother had brought him into the house. She’d made Jamie a cup of hot chocolate and told him to stay out of the woods, and they’d never spoken of it again. But now he didn’t look away. He pricked himself again and again, and each time he did, the truth of who he was became more evident. He could tell himself he was the same person he’d always been, he could say blood meant nothing at all, but he knew it wasn’t true.

He wondered if there was another reason his mother had told him the crow’s story. You are not like all the rest, neither mortal nor crow, forever drawn to two worlds and belonging to none.

He wondered if he’d always known.



They lost light every day, and by December it was dark at four. It was the time of year when the gates of the Old Burial Ground in Harvard Square were locked, when wolves once gathered near the river. It was usually bone-chillingly cold, but this year the temperature was in the fifties and sixties, and people felt confused, for it seemed as if something was wrong with nature itself. Ava wrote to her parents offering her regrets; she couldn’t return to Maine for Christmas because she had to work through the holidays. It was a lie, but she was getting better at keeping the truth from them. She often saw Jamie at the café with one date or another. Anyone would think he couldn’t stay away from Ava, although he always asked for someone else to take his order. Anyone would think he wasn’t angry with her, but simply overwhelmed.

“He’s an ass,” Ava explained when the other waitresses asked why he didn’t want her to serve him.

Jamie overheard and walked back to her. “Did you want to say something to me?”

“Why should I? You’re not a research project. Isn’t that what you told me?”

“But I did knock some silverware onto the floor. That might interest you.”

They were glaring at each other, while the girl who was Jamie’s date for the evening stayed where she was, confused by what sounded like hatred and looked like attraction.

“I forget your name,” Jamie said. He’d grown up in a family where the men insulted each other on a regular basis, and he was quite good at it.

“Glad to hear that.” Ava’s eyes were stinging, but she was not the sort of person who could be made to cry. If she had been, she would have cried every day back in Genesis.

“If you can’t take Cambridge, and you need a ride home back to the farm, I’d be happy to help you out.”

“It’s an orchard, not a farm.”

“Well, maybe it’s where you’re meant to be.”

Jamie reached for his wallet and took out a twenty. He felt quite insane. At night he practiced card tricks, but he’d come to realize they weren’t tricks at all. He could see what the next card would be before he turned it over. If he opened his mind, if he stopped all the jumbled thoughts, he could see through what was to come.

Now, he experienced a strange mix of desire and fear when he looked at Ava. If he wasn’t careful, he might be willing to do anything for her. “Bus fare,” he said, tossing down the cash. “So you can go home for the holidays and stay there.”

“I’m staying with friends on Brattle Street. I’m not going anywhere.” Ava refused to show her hurt and disappointment at his lack of interest.

But she was wrong. Jamie couldn’t take his eyes off her. It was as if no one else existed, and he was startled when his date, who was standing behind him, reached for his hand. Frankly, he’d forgotten all about her.



Over the winter break, the Bells gave Ava a room on the third floor, where she had a view of the garden. It was covered by ice at this time of year, blue and white and frozen, with the rosebushes bent over and twisted and the lilacs turned to black sticks. Blackbirds and sparrows were in the cherry trees waiting for the bird feeder to be filled. Once she was ensconced in the house, Ava was overjoyed to find she had complete access to the family’s fabulous library and was surprised when she was instructed to wear gloves when handling the books with green covers. Poison, she was told. For protective purposes.

During this time she practiced the sight, how to see inside of things, objects and creatures and beings. There was a blue jay at her window, terrified of the cats next door. There was a child on the street, afraid to tell her mother the truth of why she cried at night. There was Lionel, on the couch in the parlor, torn apart by the sorrow he saw at the hospital, wanting to save people and still unable to save himself.

They cooked elaborate dinners every night and went for evening walks at Mount Auburn Cemetery, where the ponds had turned to solid ice and the reeds snapped in two when you touched them and owls haunted the trees. Sitting at the kitchen table, they played a game where they would shut down their minds so the others couldn’t see inside them. Lauren always won. She could turn everything inside her black as night, making all her thoughts and desires disappear.

“Unfair,” Ava would always say to her friend. “You’re too good at this.”

“She’s been practicing locking people out since she was a little girl,” Lionel teased.

“You are both too softhearted,” Lauren shot back. “You’re easily fooled.”

First-year Lilith members were asked to collect spells that were not easily found to share with their sisters, and the Bells’ library was very helpful for their research. Ava found herself gravitating to love magic. How to stop a man from betraying you. How to find your soulmate. How to burn someone’s heart so that they can’t stay away from you. Eros spells to call someone to you. Phila spells to bind you together. Fold a paper with your beloved’s name written on it, then pierce the name with a nail and he will never get away from you. Use blood, hair, and fingernails. Gather together honey, apples, a red candle. Carve your beloved’s name in the candle and burn it until it reaches the apple and honey and he will soon be at your door.

Lauren noticed Ava gazing into the fireplace, spots of color rising on her cheeks as she stared into space.

“Stop mooning over him,” Lauren said. Love magic was her least favorite endeavor.

“I’m not mooning,” Ava insisted, but they both knew that was exactly what she was doing. She was stewing in disappointment, besotted with Jamie whether or not she liked it.

“If you can’t stop thinking about him, I can help you.” Lauren said all they needed to do was begin a leaving ritual. They could construct an effigy out of string and straw pasted together with a thin glue made of bird bones, then paint on his dark eyes and dark hair. Once they burned the figure, Ava would never think of him again. “A few words, a bit of flame, and he’ll be gone,” Lauren assured her.

“I’ve read all about such things in those poisonous green grimoires. They made it clear when you set a spell like that, there’s always a price to pay. That’s left-handed magic.”

“So what? It would be worth it,” Lauren said.

Ava shook her head and went back to her reading. Not to me, she thought. Never to me.



On Christmas Eve there was a huge dinner at Lilith House that took all day to prepare. The meal was begun with corn chowder and fresh oysters from the fishmonger; then there were garlic mashed potatoes, bottles of red wine, and a turkey stuffed with apples and figs. The women went into the garden and built a snowwoman who wore a long black dress, then lit candles that caused the ice on the trees to shimmer and shine. Ava was used to the somber Christmases of her childhood, where prayers were said around the kitchen table and the dinner was boiled beef and potatoes. At the start of their meal, Lauren stood up and read one of her favorite Emily Dickinson poems.


Witchcraft was hung, in History,

But History and I

Find all the Witchcraft that we need

Around us, every Day—



The holiday time was lazy, meant for reading and drinking hot chocolate and walking Jack out to Fresh Pond, where the ice was so thick they dared to walk over the water, holding hands and praying they wouldn’t slip through the ice. On New Year’s Eve, they burned the Yule log in the huge stone fireplace in the library, then each one, first Lionel, then Lauren, then Ava, took a charred bit of wood to fashion into a protective amulet to wear on a black string. Lauren had begun drinking whiskey, and Ava was in the kitchen fixing brownies, but these homey activities weren’t enough for Lionel, who wasn’t about to waste the first night of the year sitting at home. He wanted something and he wasn’t quite certain how to get it. Love magic was dangerous, it could backfire in a thousand ways, and anyway he wanted someone to fall in love with him without enchantments, someone who would walk up to him and choose him all on his own. He planned to visit the club where he’d nearly been arrested and stand in the alley, hoping that the man he’d thought was an angel might appear once more.

“Going out to look for love?” Lauren laughed when Lionel grabbed the keys to the Jeep.

“I might be.”

“How do you even know what love is?” she scoffed, thinking of all they’d lost as children. Instantly, she thought of Claire, one of the seniors at Lilith House, who claimed to be madly in love, yet who could be heard crying in her bed. If that was love, Lauren wanted nothing to do with it.

Still Lionel shrugged. “You know when you care more about them than you do about yourself.”

Free yourself, he suddenly thought. Free someone else.

Lionel got into the Jeep, which had been in the family for decades, and drove to the hospital, where most of the staff was on holiday. He went directly to the lab in the basement, where the lysergic acid studies were being supported by the CIA’s mind control program. It was said that there were those in the government who believed LSD could be used as a psychological weapon in the cold war against Russia. Chemists were doing their testing on beagles, a breed chosen because they were so gentle and kindhearted. Lionel stood in the center of the lab and whispered a freeing spell he remembered his father reciting when they had discovered a fox trapped in a cage while walking in the woods.

Your life is your own. You belong to no one else.

When the locked cages in the lab opened, Lionel gathered the dogs and brought them out to the Jeep. For many, who’d been born and bred in cages, it was their first breath of fresh air. He took them out to the MSPCA, an organization founded in Boston when a philanthropist read about two horses that were raced to death. He decided to keep one of the beagles, who had sat in the front seat with his head resting on Lionel’s knee. He named the dog Houdini in honor of the escape he’d made. They drove around a bit, then Lionel double-parked outside the Tasty Sandwich Shop in Harvard Square, open twenty-four hours a day, known for its fabulous greasy food. At the Tasty students sat alongside people who lived on the street; professors wrote their lectures here, carpenters and plumbers left their tool kits by the door. Lionel went in and ordered them both burgers. The beagle thoroughly enjoyed his as they sat together in the parked Jeep. That’s where Lionel was at midnight, when the year slipped into 1951, and he was perfectly happy with the company he kept.

“Happy New Year,” Lionel said to his canine companion, which was answered by the lovely sound of contented chewing. Once they were home, the beagle immediately made himself comfortable on the couch, although he slept with one eye open, and who could blame him?

“What do you see, old man?” Lionel asked, for the beagle had a way of looking right through you.

“This is how you spend New Year’s Eve?” Lauren said when she spied her brother with his new best friend. “Dognapping? I thought you were looking for love.”

“This is love,” Lionel said. “You just don’t recognize it when you see it.”



Jamie had gone home for the holidays, and the visit had been a disaster. He’d had a fistfight with his older brother, Brent, who liked to remind Jamie of what a failure he was. Brent enjoyed telling Jamie that he’d never be admitted to law school, and in return Jamie suggested that most attorneys were criminals anyway, insulting both of his brothers and his father, at which point his father told him he could shut up or leave.

“You’re wearing the watch, aren’t you?” Brent said in a mocking tone, pointing to Jamie’s wrist. Each man in the family was given a Vacheron Constantin when he entered Harvard. “You’re one of us forever.”

But Jamie knew that he wasn’t, and that day he stormed out, appropriating Brent’s parked Jaguar, grabbing the keys from beneath the visor, knowing where they were hidden before being told. He wished he could keep driving to a place where no one would care about his family or Harvard or whether he was a winner or a loser. But he’d promised to finish school when his father got him out of the legal fix he’d been in when he was arrested for buying marijuana in Central Square. He drove back to his empty dorm room, even though Eliot House was closed for the holiday break. He jimmied open the bathroom window and pulled himself through, dropping onto the cold tiled floor. The heat was turned off, and the place felt haunted.

He’d begun frequenting a bar in North Cambridge called O’Malley’s, and that was where he headed when he went out. No one knew him there. He was just a lanky, good-looking kid who drank too much and was surprisingly good at darts. For him, it was a spot where he could get as far away from himself as possible, which was a huge relief.

But tonight, Jamie got so drunk he became disorderly. The other customers were workingmen whom Jamie respected far more than he did his father and brothers, but they knocked him right off his seat after Jamie launched into an incoherent quarrel with a fellow who supported Senator McCarthy. The fight was immediately broken up, for these men didn’t have time to play around. They tossed Jamie into the street, informing him that if he couldn’t behave himself, he shouldn’t come back. Isn’t there someplace you should be tonight? one of the fellows said. Go find some girl who’s crazy about you.

They laughed when he didn’t respond. Jamie was a smart aleck who liked to use his extensive vocabulary when provoked, but the truth was written all over his face. He was the victim of unrequited love. Prep school couldn’t teach you all you needed to know in this world, and neither could Harvard. So that was it, and they pitied him as he sat on the pavement, long legs stretched out. Only a fool makes a fool of himself, they told him. If you’re in love, go do something about it.

Jamie had misplaced his brother’s car keys, which was unusual for him, so he left the Jaguar parked illegally and staggered down the street. It was the coldest night of the year, and he walked until he wound up on Brattle Street. He found his way as if by magic. He’d always been able to find lost things and places, keys and books and kitchen spoons. But what of a girl he couldn’t seem to get enough of? He found that he couldn’t go any farther when he reached the hedges. He saw the yellow glimmer of light inside the house, and there was smoke from the chimney, and the shadows of wild cherry trees, whose seeds were known to be poisonous. The back door opened and closed and there she was. The guys at O’Malley’s were right, he was a fool. He heard her call Hello, but he’d already taken off as if his life depended on it, which he supposed it did, the life that he had always known, the one he was accustomed to, a life without love.





CHAPTER SEVEN

In the time when the wisteria bloomed, the government handed down the death penalty to suspected Russian spies Ethel and Julius Rosenberg, for the witch hunt in Washington was blooming as well. People in New York and Los Angeles in the worlds of art and politics and film were so afraid of reprisals they kept quiet, fearing those who gave evidence against their friends and coworkers. The same sort of spectral evidence that been allowed into court in Salem—gossip without proof, lies cloaked so that they might appear to be the truth—was being used now in an ongoing political witch hunt.

Spring passed so quickly it was as if a spell had been cast in libraries and classrooms. The end of the semester was upon them before they knew it, all-consuming, and jam-packed with papers due and exams. The Lilith girls studied together and went over one another’s work, editing and demanding revisions. They worked past midnight, by moonlight and candlelight, and then, all at once, the academic year was over. In May there was a farewell dinner, held in the garden beside the roses. Black Magic, Black Ice, Black Jade, Black Beauty, Black Velvet. All eight members of the society wore floaty white dresses, and no one bothered with shoes. Some girls threaded daisies through their hair, and they kept up the tradition for the two graduating seniors, Stella and Claire, to wear wreaths of brambles, for they were about to enter a world that was often cruel to women and witches alike.

There were platters of finger sandwiches filled with cream cheese and cucumber and tomato, along with scones with clotted cream and jam, and éclairs and sticky toffee pudding. For every graduation Lilith House held a celebration of the future, but this year something had gone wrong. When Claire failed to show up, they set a locator spell, which led them to her bedroom. But there was no sign of Claire, and a truth finder’s spell fizzled; it wouldn’t allow them to know where she’d gone. When her parents were called they wept and accused Lilith House of causing bad fortune to those who lived there.

That night candles were set in the windows, in case Claire needed help finding her way back, but she never appeared, and in the morning, all of the party food they’d left out on the table had been devoured by raccoons, with only the dishes and silverware left behind.



One hot and muggy day, when the city already seemed deserted by students and turkeys walked down the all but abandoned streets, Lauren packed up for another summer in Provincetown. The shabby seaside town at the tip of Cape Cod seemed perched at the end of the world. It was Lauren’s idea of heaven, a place where people did as they pleased and the artistic community always welcomed outsiders. The Bell family had a shack in the dunes, hidden from view unless you were a bird or a hiker. At night the stars seemed within reach and there were bonfires on the beach, sparks flying into the dense air.

“You should come with me,” Lauren told Ava.

“Maybe another time. Not this year.”

“Because your parents would have a fit if you did as you pleased.” True enough. Ava’s mother had written several letters berating her after she was a no-show at Christmas. “You’re letting them run your life,” Lauren said.

“They’d probably have the police come after me if I went to the Cape, and we’d both be arrested.”

“If you change your mind, just get on a bus. You can be who you are in P-town and no one cares since they’re too busy being who they are.”

They embraced, which Lauren allowed even though she wasn’t the type to hug, and then Lauren was gone, her luggage loaded into the Jeep with Lionel driving, honking as they sped away. For Ava, going back to Maine would be like going backward in time. Apple trees, gardens, locked windows and doors, sneaking into the library, sitting at the dusty farm stand waiting for customers. She’d spent every summer doing the very same thing as if she were a windup doll rather than a grown woman with a mind of her own. She grabbed her suitcase, and she and Jack set off for Harvard Square. She cashed out at the café, picked up her last paycheck, then hugged the other waitresses goodbye before grabbing a quick coffee with Maureen, who would be going into her second year of nursing school in the fall.

“Don’t go home. You could stay at our house for the summer,” Maureen said. “My mother wouldn’t mind.”

“Mine would,” Ava said. “Lauren invited me to Provincetown, but what would I tell my parents?”

“Whatever Lauren does is done to suit herself,” Maureen said, for she hadn’t trusted Ava’s friend since their first meeting, when Lauren looked down her nose at Maureen.

“She has a good heart,” Ava insisted.

“She’s selfish and she’ll cause you trouble.” Maureen took Ava’s hand and peered at her palm. “I predict that by next year you won’t care what your mother thinks. And you won’t care what Lauren thinks either.”



Jamie Mather went down to the Charles River to sit on the muddy bank. His family spent every summer at their ranch in Wyoming, and although he couldn’t stand to be with his relatives, he loved working with horses, riding under the huge, vivid sky. Unfortunately, in the nearby town everyone knew who he was, and most people avoided him. He was a Mather, and they didn’t look beyond the name. He often found himself hiding, having nothing to do with his brothers, sprawled out in the pastures late at night, looking at the stars and getting drunk on cheap wine. A man who gets drunk by himself is one who doesn’t really care where he is, as long as there’s no one around to challenge him or give him advice or tell him that he’s ruining his life.

On his last day in Cambridge he went down to the Charles River, where the cold brown water was filthy. Locals affectionately called it the Dirty River, but what could they expect when they threw their trash into the water on a regular basis, bags of house-hold garbage along with old lawn mowers and bicycles and cans of chemicals, some of which floated downriver while the heavier items sank and became entwined in the water weeds.

Jamie tore off his T-shirt and pulled his hair back with a rubber band; it was that long, and he knew he’d have to cut it before going off with his family for the summer or his brothers would tie him up and cut it themselves to teach him a lesson. He’d stop at the barbershop on Mass Ave before he took off, but for now he had an afternoon to be himself without worrying about what his family’s reaction would be. Once he got to Wyoming, Jamie would do his best to avoid his family; he’d fool around with local girls and get drunk and let everyone else at their ranch live their confined, pathetic lives doing exactly what was expected of them.

Jamie was just getting by in his classes, sticking with those he thought might be easiest, the History of Art and the History of Architecture, but even those were too much. He hired a tutor to take his final exam, something that could get them both expelled if anyone found out. Jamie certainly wasn’t thinking of architecture, even though it was the topic of his senior thesis, which he planned to have his tutor write, for a price. He was doing his best not to think of Ava, certain he’d never measure up in her eyes and it would just be a repetition of the disappointment he’d caused his family, only this time with someone he actually cared about.

Jamie had rented a place off campus for the following September, an out-of-the-way location where no one would bother him and no one would find him, a one-bedroom basement apartment in a three-family house in North Cambridge, off Rindge Avenue near the bar he frequented. He had learned to behave himself since being tossed out on his butt; he’d even gone so far as to order a platter of fried chicken to share as a way of making amends. The other regular customers seemed to have forgiven him, and Jamie had come to understand that he was accepted there as long as he kept his big mouth shut.

On his last afternoon in Cambridge, Jamie’s eyes were half-closed as he sat on the deck of the Newell Boathouse, where the racing sculls were stored. He was seeing how much magic he could actually access. He’d tried with no success to hold a flower in the palm of his hand and force it to bloom, but when he was drunk and angry, he could rattle windows and doors. Emotions were the key, he realized that now, and he’d kept them in check for so long, he feared what might happen if he ever let go.

Now he imagined he saw the shadow of a wolf. It made him think about the cemetery and the statue of the faithful dog and his foolish quarrel with Ava. He recalled the way he’d felt when he first spied her in the dining hall. She was almost too beautiful to be real. She was his dream girl, but when she talked back to him, he saw she was something more. If he wasn’t careful she would be the love of his life, and he doubted such feelings would be reciprocated. He wasn’t worth it, and he knew it. He was a Mather, after all. He recalled the night he’d gone to stand in the snow when she was at Brattle Street, not wanting to be there but there all the same, and how reckless he’d felt when he ran away as soon as she’d called out.

He sat up and squinted. There she was on the dock. He wondered if he’d conjured her up, for the truth was he was thinking of her at that very moment.

Ava had put off going home, just as Jamie had, opting for a few more hours of freedom. Crows were perched in a sycamore tree whose branches scraped against the roof of the boathouse. Ava knew that once she was home, she would have to pretend to be someone she wasn’t. She would have to listen to her parents go on and on about all there was to fear in the world: Russian spies, radicals, criminals, and women who didn’t know how to behave, who did as they pleased and slipped through the woods, plucking black apples. They would skim through the books she’d brought home, botany and history textbooks, searching for dangerous messages concealed within the pages, crazy progressive ideas that would steal her heart and soul.

Seeing some canoes set out, Ava climbed into one. Oh, how she wished she could float off and find her way to the underground land where every day lasted for seven years, and humans with their wicked ways could never find you. The sunlight was dazzling, but the thought of going home made her feel like crying. That was when she spied Jamie Mather.

“Are you following me?” he called.

“You’re following me,” Ava called back. Her foolish heart had begun to race.

Jamie stood up, insulted. He looked like a wild man, like someone who would have camped out by the river three hundred years earlier, when the banks were filled with brambles and marsh grass and the river was twice the size it was now, so clean that thousands of bass and shad and alewives were caught in nets.

“Going back to Shithole, Maine?” he called.

“It has a name,” Ava said. “Genesis.”

“Aw. Biblical.” He couldn’t take his eyes off of her. “In the beginning,” he said. He was acting like an ass, and he knew it. He was about to stalk away when he heard her softly say, “It’s not the beginning. It’s the end.” Jamie turned to face her, and Ava explained. “That’s what going home feels like to me.”

All at once, the crows rose into the air, calling out and circling. Their sudden flight startled the wild geese, who began to honk and hiss and run along the riverbank.

“Stay,” Ava told Jack, who stood at the edge of the water, growling at the geese. Jack usually did as he was told, but this time he set off so fast he didn’t hear her command. He chased the geese to the edge of the water, and when they didn’t stop, neither did he. They flew into the water, and Jack crashed in after them, focused on his prey. It was an ancient response; it was in his blood and bones to chase them.

Cambridge was quiet in summer; it had been this way when Rose Bridewell first crossed the river from Boston looking for a safe place for a woman such as herself. Jack kept swimming in place, and that was when Ava and Jamie both realized he was trapped. Water weeds had wrapped around Jack’s chest in a tangle of black vines, and although he was doing his best to keep his head above water, he was sinking, pulled down into the deep.

Clouds of mosquitoes and gnats circled, and pollen fell into the water and turned the shallows green. Jamie’s mother had warned that their doctor insisted swimming would be bad for Jamie’s lungs, so he’d been stuck there on the grass watching his brothers dive into the pond on the edge of their property while he sat there broiling in the sun. The most he’d ever done was wade in up to his ankles, and he’d always stopped then, remembering his mother’s stern warning. But now he ran into the river, without thinking, still wearing his watch. He was up to his waist before Ava had managed to reach the bank, screaming for Jack to come back to her.

The dog was snapping at the river water as if he could free himself that way, biting his way out of his watery trap.

“Hold on, boy,” Jamie told him as he drew near. “I’ll get you.”

The water was so cold Jamie was shuddering; he could barely speak. He could see the shadows of shopping carts there among the weeds. Although he’d never been swimming, he now did so as if it were second nature, as if he’d been doing it all his life and his lungs were made for it. When he reached Jack, he attempted to dive so that he might free the dog, but he couldn’t plunge under the water. He tried again and again, but it was impossible for him to dive below the surface.

Ava was there beside him by now, swimming awkwardly, the girl whose mother always demanded she stay on dry land. She had seen that Jamie couldn’t dive beneath the water, and when she tried, she couldn’t either. That was when she knew why her parents had forbidden her to swim. Water told the truth about who was a witch and who was not. But there were other tests as well. How deep was your love, how much could you see when you looked at another, how brave could you be?

Jamie felt his pulse beating, wild and out of control. Ava was drenched, her blouse falling away from her like the petals of a flower. This was it and he knew it, no matter how much he might try to deny it.

“We’ll haul him out,” Jamie called to Ava. They linked their arms around the dog and pulled as hard as they could. They tugged until at last they freed him from the tangled weeds and then from the metal slats of the shopping cart that had trapped him. Jamie swam toward shore with one arm, supporting the dog around his chest until they reached the riverbank. Once he was on dry land, Jack shook himself and then lay at Jamie’s feet.

Ava walked out of the river, her hair streaming down her back, her clothing filthy and drenched. Sometimes you don’t know why you’ve gone somewhere until you’ve reached your destination. They had nearly convinced themselves that they despised one another, but they couldn’t do that now. This was the way it happened, the fate you didn’t expect, the one that occurred when you were on a riverbank, when you were drowning even though you were standing right there in the grass, when you couldn’t run away from your future or your past.
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We know what you want even when you don’t speak





CHAPTER EIGHT

Maine was burning that July, with temperatures so high the trees turned brown, their leaves withering in the heat. No rain fell, and throughout the countryside streams and rivers went dry. Ava carried pails of water down the garden paths to ensure that the vegetables didn’t die. She wore a straw hat to protect herself from the sun, and still she burned; her cheeks and shoulders turned pink. All the while she worked, she burned for Jamie as well, but Cambridge seemed a million miles away, another lifetime and another life. She thought of Claire, the society member most of the others thought had disappeared because of love, and Ava wondered if that was a warning, that she must be careful not to lose herself to another.

Ava had hitchhiked to Maine in order to bring Jack home with her, since the bus had refused them. Only dog lovers stopped for her: a truck driver who had a basset hound at home, a kid on his way home from Boston College who had missed his sheepdog all semester, an older woman who had lost her German shepherd a week earlier and who went an hour out of her way to drop Ava at the dirt driveway that led to the Abbots’ house. The orchard dogs picked up Jack’s scent and approached aggressively, howling and circling, finally slinking away when Ava’s father emerged from the house with the shotgun he said that he carried to scare off coyotes and bears.

“What’s that thing supposed to be?” Mr. Abbot nodded to what appeared to him to be a black wolf. Mr. Abbot was watchful at all times, always expecting the worst. No Hello, no I missed you or Welcome home. “I know a wolf when I see one.”

“He’s my dog.” Ava had dropped her hand to Jack’s head and faced her grumpy father. “A German shepherd.” She set down her suitcase and the satchel of textbooks that would help her prepare for her sophomore year. Her concentration was botany, and she was looking forward to her classes in the fall. All she had to do was get through the summer.

“Like hell he is,” her father responded. “That’s a wolf.”

“He has a collar and he eats dog food, so I’d say he was a dog.” Ava had never spoken back to her father, and he looked quite shocked. “I could see why you’d think that,” she added, backtracking, seeing what appeared to be fear in her father’s eyes. “But he’s just a black German shepherd.”

Ava’s mother came outside when she heard rising voices. She looked much older, as if seven years had passed in one. “Keep him in the shed,” she called to Ava, adding, “Black dogs bring bad luck.”

And that was that. As far as her parents were concerned, it was as if Ava had never been gone, but she had been, and she was more wary of them now. It wasn’t outsiders she feared, those people with evil intentions she’d always been told might come to her window and spirit her away, it was her parents.

At night, Ava dreamed of Jamie Mather, and in her dreams, she could never catch up to him. He was always free, and she was trapped in a maze of hedges, running over stones, feet bleeding, utterly lost. He’d told her that he was spending the summer in Wyoming with his family on the day they rescued Jack from drowning. They’d both been drenched and shivering, their clothes slick with mud, yet they were both burning. He’d walked her back to Lilith House, then had stood there awkwardly. “I’ve heard rumors about this place,” Jamie had said as he peered past the gate. “My father told me I should never go near this house.”

“Your father is wrong,” Ava told him, and so he leaned down to kiss her, and once he did she wanted him never to stop. That was when she knew that no matter what the old stories said, witches did fall in love. When Jamie took a step back, he looked at her searchingly, as if trying to solve a puzzle.

“Girl of my dreams,” he said before he turned and left her. It made perfect sense that Ava would dream of him that night. That they were underwater together, and that they could dive to the very bottom of the river, where the fish were silver, and the reeds were black as night.

Ava was quieter than usual that summer, spending all of her free time wandering with Jack. She often went to the pond, where she stripped off her clothes, then lay in the grass to sunbathe before wading into the water that had always been forbidden to her. Her mother had frightened her with warnings of drowning, but now she easily paddled past lily pads and water weeds. Every time she tried to dive, she found herself unable to break the surface. If the witch-hunters had come for her, they would have known what she was as soon as they tested her. It would have been impossible to drown her unless they tied her to a dunking bench with ropes too strong to break, unless they placed stones in her boots to weigh her down.

Ava hiked through the woods until she found the black apple tree. She sat beneath it, wishing she were a thousand miles away. She wished the woman who had brought her fruit from this tree would appear in the woods and spirit her away. If her parents noticed she’d changed, they said nothing, although sometimes when she finished her work in the garden and came in for dinner they stopped talking, as if an outsider had wandered into their midst and she was only pretending to be their obedient daughter, as if they knew she no longer locked her window at night, and that she counted the days until she could return to Cambridge.



A farm stand was set up at the end of the driveway so that customers could leave rolled-up dollar bills in a tin can in exchange for lettuce and beans. Ava sat there most afternoons when it was too hot to work in the garden. On Fridays, she walked into town to pick up the groceries and the mail at the post office. Each day was like the one that had preceded it, except for Sundays, when they didn’t work and Ava escaped into the woods. She went to sleep early, while the sky was still light, just to escape. Most days she spoke to no one, other than cursory conversations with her parents over supper. She and her mother spent most of their time weeding the garden, down on their knees, hands flecked with dark soil.

One hot day as they worked, Ava made the mistake of chatting about her life in Cambridge. When her mother heard she’d been invited to join a club, Mrs. Abbot had sat back on her heels, hands in her lap, as though she were praying. “It was a mistake for us to let you go. Your father told me so and he was right. Please tell me you didn’t join some private society,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion.

“I couldn’t afford the fee.” It was an outright lie, there were no fees; when a student moved into Lilith House both room and board were free, funded by previous members of the society. The lie tasted bitter in Ava’s mouth. “And I don’t have the time,” she added. That much was true. “I have too much schoolwork.”

“That’s as it should be.” Ava’s mother sounded greatly relieved. “I worry for you, Ava. Those Radcliffe girls are all out for themselves. They’re not to be trusted, so beware of their intentions.”

Ava continued weeding, eyes downcast. She felt a chill, even though the sun was beating down on her shoulders. Her mother had made it sound as if she would wind up in prison, or somewhere underground where the years passed in a matter of days, should she dare to trust a Radcliffe woman. The temperature was 97 degrees, sunstroke weather. Jack was waiting for her in the shed, smart enough to remain in the shade, knowing not to come near the house, careful to avoid Ava’s parents.

“What about the boys?” Ava’s mother asked. “Have they been giving you trouble?”

“I stay away from them.” Ava flushed to think of the way she’d followed Jamie into the river, how she’d all but thrown herself at him. “You don’t have to worry about me,” Ava told her mother, fingers crossed behind her back. Liar, liar, her mouth felt as if it were on fire. “If I have any free time, I’m reading.”

“You’re a good girl,” her mother said appraisingly, sounding as if she herself were surprised. “I know you try. But don’t forget books can do damage. They can make you believe all sorts of nonsense.”

Ava’s mother had always feared what might turn up in a book.

“I study at the Divinity School library,” Ava assured her, knowing this news would ease her mother’s worries. “All the books are about religion.”



Ava often skipped dinner with her parents. She complained of headaches and went to her bedroom, where she sat by the window. She knew that there was something out there that her mother feared, which made her all the more curious. Truth was like that. When you got a taste of it you wanted more. You wanted it no matter the cost.

In the woods Ava gathered blueberries, with the crows and Jack her only company. The ripe berries were boxed and sold at the farm stand for fifty cents a box. Sometimes Ava would sit on a bench, the old, tattered umbrella above her and Jack at her feet, waiting for tourists to happen by, hoping to talk with someone other than her parents, but no one stopped. Passersby spied a beautiful young woman with long red hair and her black dog there beside the rickety stand, and most thought they’d do better elsewhere. The dog looked fierce, and the girl might have stepped out of a fairyland, her head down as she read a book and paid no attention to the cars that occasionally passed by.

At the end of the week, Ava would bring the blueberries that hadn’t sold to the general store in town, where they’d be bought for half price. She’d known the owner, Jack Petrie, all her life, and he always insisted she take a Fudgsicle or an ice cream pop from the big freezer, as if she were still a kid.

One evening, as Ava was coming into the house after weeding in the garden, she overheard her parents deep in conversation. She hid in the hallway, as quiet as a mouse.

“She’s the image of her mother,” she heard her father say. “Unfortunately. That witch.”

Ava stayed where she was, back against the wall. Her heart felt pierced right through. That was how she knew the truth. That was why she could no longer overlook the fact that she looked nothing like the woman who had raised her, who had blue eyes and sharp features, and if that was true, who on earth was her father referring to?

As a child Ava had been neglected in some deep way and now, hidden in the hallway, beside the closet where the brooms and mops were kept, she abruptly realized why. She had never belonged here in the first place. The person she resembled, the one they were speaking about in the kitchen, was someone she had never known. She became dizzy, and though she tried to take even breaths, she knew if she wasn’t careful she would fall. Ava couldn’t help but wonder if the woman who left the black apples on the windowsill was more than a stranger. She had once spied a woman she hadn’t recognized out in the cold. The woman wore a gray scarf, a black coat, and red boots. She had waved and Ava had waved back, and for one wild moment she thought she would slip out the window and join the stranger. She thought that if she did, her whole life would change, but the window was nailed shut, and try as she might, Ava couldn’t escape.

In the morning there had been footprints in the snow that had been made by a pair of boots.

Those are the marks of crows’ feet, her mother had told Ava, and right then and there she stopped believing anything she was told.



At the end of August, when it felt as though summer might stretch on forever, and Cambridge faded as if it were a dream, Ava stopped at the post office to pick up her parents’ mail. When she was young, she would mail-order books that she would all but devour in the woods, then, after she’d read them, she disposed of them in the book donation basket outside the library before her parents could discover them. The postmistress knew Ava and had always felt sorry for her. She grinned as she held up a small brown envelope. “Wyoming,” she said. “Always good to get mail from another state.”

Ava could hardly contain her delight. She thanked the postmistress, then raced to the bench outside the general store. As she quickly tore open the envelope, her heart was reacting strangely, pounding against her chest. She was desperate to see what Jamie might have written to her, but as it turned out, it wasn’t a letter. What she had in her hands was a thin piece of paper, one that had been folded twenty-seven times. It was a white crow. It was better than a letter. It was a declaration.

In her hands the paper fluttered. Concentrate, they’d been told at the Lilith House Sunday meetings. Wish what you want into existence. The paper bird rose into the branch just above her, lifted by a gust of wind or by her own desires. Ava ran all the way home, past the farm stand, past the surly sheepdogs that guarded the driveway, past the rabbits hiding in the grass. The crows followed her and waited in the branches of the trees while she packed up. She told her parents that she had to get back to Cambridge to register for classes. She said she’d forgotten about the deadline, and there was no time to lose. Her parents had never taken an interest in her education; they accepted what she said. The summer was over, they could tell from the brightening of the leaves and the scent of smoke as people in Genesis built bonfires to burn their trash. They didn’t notice that Ava went to pick a black apple to take with her, any more than they noticed that when she left, she didn’t once bother to look back.





CHAPTER NINE

That year it rained on the night of the initiation, and although they might have stopped the rain, such weather was thought to bring good luck, something they were clearly in need of. They wore black raincoats and held black umbrellas. Everything smelled like damp grass. The invitations had been left under the pillows of the two new girls, who had checked into South Hall. Hailey was from Duxbury, a legacy whose grandmother had long ago been a librarian who went from town to town on horseback carrying bags of books that women weren’t allowed to read, novels and spell books sneaked through windows and doors. The other new girl, Cleo, had grown up on a horse farm in Connecticut using magic however she pleased and had early on been taught how to charm a wild beast, how to fall without breaking any bones, and how to navigate by moonlight.

“My parents had their doubts about my moving into Lilith House,” Cleo admitted. “They had some strange idea that this place might bring me bad luck, but I talked them into it.”



Ava would continue working at the café and Lauren would stay on at the Peabody Museum, although she would no longer be leading tours but would sell tickets instead, which gave her free hours to wander through the museum or write in her grimoire while she sat at the front desk. Maureen had also left Eliot House to work as a nursing assistant in the emergency room at Mount Auburn Hospital. She had been keeping a notebook of hospital incidents, a medical grimoire so filled with illness and death it broke her heart to read it. In it she wrote the story of a woman with bruises whose sullen husband had left the hospital when Maureen mentioned that her brother was a member of the Cambridge Police.

Ava invited Lauren to come along when she met up with Maureen, but Lauren had made it clear that she found Maureen supremely uninteresting. “She’s so normal,” Lauren complained.

“How can you say that? She’s one of us.”

“Not exactly. She’s not a member of the society, which means her family wasn’t in Cambridge when the Lilith Society was formed.”

“Neither was mine,” Ava said.

“There are no mistakes. You have to be a legacy.”

Well, fine, Ava thought, let Lauren be a snob and feel superior. The truth was that ever since the turn of the century women in trouble had often found their way to the Healys’ back door. Maureen’s great-grandmother had also been a midwife in Cambridge, her garden full of useful herbs. Tansy, quince, pennyroyal, rue, hellebore, many used since colonial times, cultivated for women’s needs, including limiting or ending births and regulating monthly cycles. Maureen’s mother used remedies that reached back to biblical times, some of which had not been made illegal until the mid-1800s, when the American Medical Society banned them, along with the nurses and healers who performed them.



What men feared most about magic was what Lauren wanted. She had spent much of her time this past summer sifting through the shelves of an unkempt shop in Provincetown called the Alchemist, which sold crystals and herbs. Lauren had always been drawn to left-handed enchantments, the magic of revenge and curses and hexes, and at last she found what she was looking for in a back room of the Alchemist, hidden behind a heavy velvet curtain. On her last day in Provincetown, she came upon a most intriguing find on the highest shelf in the shop, a dusty black box few dared to open. That was where she found the instructions she’d been looking for. How to Seal Your Heart. The ingredients included a black thread and pins, pennyroyal and lobelia, an amulet in the shape of hearts and hands, the blood of a dove, a silver thimble, and a vial of gin.

She set the spell on herself in the cold cellar of the shack on the beach, a crypt-like place that had been used as a storeroom for potatoes and onions back when her grandmother was a girl. Lauren mixed her own blood with the blood of a dove, which she made certain not to seriously harm, releasing it out the open window. But the dove remembered, and it haunted the beach shack, an ominous white shadow. It was clear that walking the Crooked Path would serve only to further freeze Lauren’s own heart, which was exactly what she wanted. Once the enchantment had been completed, birds refused to sing when she was near and flowers withered at her touch. The ends of her hair turned black, and she cut them off so that no one would see that she was on the Crooked Path.



Upon her return to Lilith House, Lauren went to the garden to plant all she had chosen at the Alchemist. Belladonna, thorn apple, bramble, ash tree, hemlock, black nightshade. The members of the society shied away from Lauren and wondered why Ava didn’t seem to notice the dark aura that surrounded her closest friend. They joked that if anyone found proof that Lauren had a heart, they would be treated to a free sundae at Bailey’s Ice Cream Shop.

Let them judge her, let them laugh, let them fear her when they saw how her garden grew. Lauren had begun avoiding the Sunday meetings, where people discussed their spell work and their classes. She was too busy for such things. She had registered for an extremely demanding Shakespeare seminar that usually accepted only seniors, but Lauren had persuaded Professor Brooks to allow her to enroll when she recited Sonnet 142, in which love is a sin and hate a virtue, speaking so artfully in the professor’s office he leapt to his feet to applaud her.

“Well done,” the professor had announced.

Lauren had been the top student in every class at her private high school, and she intended to continue making certain that her classmates understood they would have to live up to her academic talents. Although male and female students met in separate classes, mixed-gender discussions were held at a weekly tea in the living room of the professor’s shabby townhouse only a few blocks from the river. Lauren had observed that Professor Brooks’s young wife, who had been class president at Smith College, was never included in the discussion. Instead, the wife served cups of tea and Triscuits topped with melted brie, then was banished to the kitchen as the students discussed the plays. Lauren suspected she’d be bored out of her mind by the level of the discussions. She intended to excuse herself and make her escape to the kitchen, where she could eat more crackers and cheese, but then she was asked to be the first to read a scene from Macbeth. She read each word as if it were a piece of glass, sharp and clear and true.


When shall we three meet again?

In thunder, lightning, or in rain?

When the hurly-burly’s done,

When the battle’s lost and won.

That shall be ere the set of sun.

Where the place?

Upon the heath.

There to meet Macbeth.

Fair is foul, and foul is fair,

Hover through the fog and filthy air.



There was silence when Lauren’s reading was complete. She realized she had scared her classmates. Perhaps her sharp teeth had shown while she was speaking.

“It’s just a play,” she told them, wanting to conceal who she was, but they all knew that it wasn’t and that it never had been. This was no love sonnet that she’d read, it was a witch’s lament, a plea to the cruel world that judged women by a completely different standard. This was why women at Harvard sat in corridors rather than in laboratories, and why they had separate classes, and why it was said that any girl who was too afraid to visit Mrs. Healy might be one more body left in the tangled weeds alongside the river after a botched abortion. Come, you spirits, that tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here. Let me be treated equally, let me have the heart to be cruel. The truth of who and what she was stuck in Lauren’s throat, like a wicked bone, and the other students observed her in stunned silence. That’s not who we are, three wicked sisters, crones with hell at our feet. She left them there and went to the kitchen, where she found the professor’s wife opening a bottle of sherry.

“Isn’t he amazing?” Brooks’s young wife edited and typed her husband’s lectures, for she’d been something of a Shakespeare buff, once upon a time.

“I’m not really listening to him.” Lauren shrugged. “I’m more interested in the text.”

“He’s brilliant, you know,” the wife said.

“It’s likely you’re just as smart,” Lauren remarked.

“Wait till you fall in love,” the professor’s wife assured her. “Then you’ll see you can’t be so selfish.”

The other Radcliffe students were perched on hardbacked chairs, apologizing whenever they spoke, anxious that their opinions might interrupt the men’s ideas. In a fever of resentment, Lauren slipped out the door while the professor was still discussing the role of guilt and shame in the play.

When she returned from class, Lauren locked herself in her room and immediately began to write in her grimoire, ignoring the assignment to evaluate Lady Macbeth’s character. There was no need for her to do so. She knew the lady as well as she knew herself. Take what you want, take what you must, take magic for your own. Lauren could feel her blood becoming hot as she was beset by a haze of emotion so bitter she could hardly breathe.

As Lauren wrote, the black words rose into the air and settled onto her skin. Even after she bathed, she noticed the words were still there. Her heart had opened despite herself. That was what it meant to be a writer. You couldn’t wish it away, and no one could take it from you. Letter after letter appeared, the ones she had carried just beneath her skin ever since childhood. A for atrocity, for acts of evil, for accountability, for amulet, for astonish, for always. B for betrayal, for bad luck, for behaving badly, for backstabbing, for the black arts and bewitchment, for beauty and brilliance. C for cheating, for corruption, for cruelty, for contrition, for crystal, and for conjure, a word that arose over her heart. But not all spells last forever; and as the days wore on, Lauren noticed that the letters had begun to fade. When the word conjure disappeared entirely, Lauren made up her mind to have permanently etched on her skin words of her own choosing.

Tattoo parlors refused to serve women customers unless patrons were over twenty-one and accompanied by a husband or father. Lauren placed a finding spell and soon found herself at a cellar door in Central Square where there was an artist who cared nothing about the law, only interested in the art he created. He’d been a painter, and he’d had dreams, all of which had been wrenched away from him. You had to knock three times on his door, then wait on the narrow stair until he was convinced the police hadn’t found him.

“What do you think you want?” he said when he answered the door, not at all happy to see a young woman on his doorstep, especially not one with short pale hair and black Cleopatra eyes. She certainly wasn’t his usual customer. Lauren was bundled up in a sweater and wore tight black pants and the red boots made for her by the shoemaker in Harvard Square. She appeared to be both older and younger than she was.

“Know, not think,” Lauren told him.

“Fine then” was the prickly response. He was doing his best not to be immobilized by her presence, but he was already impressed by how fearless she was. “Let’s do it.”

The tattoo artist was in his mid-twenties, so tall he loomed over Lauren. His dark face was sullen, and no one, not even a practicing witch, could read his mind. He’d spent a great deal of time alone and was good at shutting out anyone who might come near. People in the neighborhood called him Goliath, a nickname he’d had ever since he was ten, when they began to compare him to the giant in the First Book of Samuel, not knowing or caring how tenderhearted he was, for he was more David than Goliath, likely to end a war with a single stone and very easily wounded, not by weapons but by words. Some neighbors said he was a monster, and local children vowed Goliath might eat them alive if they knocked at his door on Halloween. He’d stopped speaking to most people, but now he found he was grateful for this pale young woman’s company.

Lauren slipped into the basement shop, a dank place where the walls were covered by sketches that were filled with dark, brilliant images. When the artist drew the curtain that separated his workshop from his sleeping quarters, Lauren removed her blouse. He certainly didn’t say anything then. He felt as if he’d entered a dream. She was already covered with letters, but they were fading, and she wanted them filled in permanently.

“I want the word conjure,” she said, pointing out the spot above her heart. “Right here.” She had felt a sort of panic when the words began to disappear, as writers often do. “What are you looking at?” she said when he just stood there staring, suspecting that once he had opened the door to her he might not be able to close it. He couldn’t look away from Lauren, and the fading letters seemed like ashy bits of falling sky.

“This is crazy,” the tattoo artist told her. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Is it magic?”

“Isn’t everything?” Lauren said.

His name was Carrick. Whether that was his first name or a surname, he never bothered to tell his clients, although on this day he might have admitted that his proper name was Aaron, not that Lauren was asking. All the same, he’d never seen anyone so striking; his hands were shaking just at the sight of her, which had never happened to him before. He’d been a student at the museum school in Boston, but all of that had been put to an end when he spent time in jail for selling marijuana to some rich kid from Sudbury who had gotten off scot-free. He’d found himself this rented basement, where he both slept and worked. But now, in this desolate place, a woman who seemed like a miracle had walked through the door. He understood. She was a writer.

“You’re made out of words,” Carrick said with a sense of wonder.

“I will be,” Lauren agreed. “By the time you’re done with me.”

He found it interesting that she didn’t seem afraid of him, the way many people were, and that was likely the reason he didn’t mind talking to her. It was as if he took off his armor and was, briefly, himself as he’d once been, before life got the best of him. He drafted a sketch of the words, so she could approve the print he would use. Carrick told her there was only so much ink and pain a body would tolerate, and so he worked on her tattoos only a few letters at a time in Gothic font, also known as black letter. It would take time, and he found himself grateful for that, for she would have to come back to him day after day. Lauren laughed in his face and assured him she wasn’t like other people, which he’d known to be true after he wiped away the blood the first time a needle went through her skin. She didn’t wince, and he saw that her blood was black. He’d read about individuals who looked mortal but were something more. In fact, Carrick didn’t care if she was more than human. He couldn’t resist her. Because he wanted time with her, he refused to rush. He told her he wanted everything to be perfect, which was true as well.

They told one another stories during the hours they were together, and each tried to frighten the other with how bad they were. They each had their own path to walk. Carrick said he had leapt from roofs and broken his legs, he had gone swimming in the Charles River in March, when there were still ice floes and the water was so cold it had turned his feet and hands blue. Lauren insisted she’d done far worse: she’d slept in trees, refused to leave the beach during a hurricane, walked barefoot through the snow.

Carrick wasn’t for her, that much was certain. Lauren could tell he was tenderhearted, and that no matter what people might say he wouldn’t hurt a fly, several of which buzzed around a single lightbulb over the sink. She needed a man who walked the Crooked Path, someone she could want without loving. In her opinion love was the worst spell of all. All the same, one night they drank too much cheap wine and soon found themselves in Carrick’s unmade bed, a mattress on the floor. They agreed the sex would be meaningless, but each time Carrick kissed her, Lauren wanted more. She knew she had best be rid of him. Once she was back in her room, she sewed his name onto her clothes with black thread so that she would forget him, but every day she remembered him, for she’d never been told his full name, and he wouldn’t tell her, convinced the unknowing kept her returning to him all that fall.

She cast an anti-love spell upon herself the next time she went to see him, well aware that it had to end. Their meetings were bordering on real emotion, something she avoided at all costs. Before she left her room she rubbed her skin with oil mixed with her own menstrual blood, but for some reason the spell backfired when she got to Carrick’s and they wound up in bed. She had forgotten one element, juniper, and in its place had added St. John’s wort, which made her even more receptive to him. When it was over, she felt like a giddy fool. She needed a man she could respect, not one who opened her heart. Carrick had been half-dressed. As he turned to grab his shirt Lauren spied Medusa inked across his back, wings spread, hair of tangled snakes, the most beautiful woman in the world until she was punished and transformed into a monster who could turn men to stone with one look. Tattoos told the story of a person’s life, and his was a story that made Lauren want to hear more.

“You’re a fairy tale,” she said, delighted.

“More like a horror story.” He was in a rush to pull on his clothing, and she understood why. He didn’t wish for her to see that there was a freshly inked letter on his arm, but she saw it all the same. It was an L.

“I didn’t plan it,” he said of his new tattoo when he caught her staring. “I have an addictive personality.” It wasn’t really the truth. He had drawn that letter as if it were a lamp in the darkness, as if he had fallen in love. He thought his answer would satisfy Lauren, but it didn’t.

“Please tell me that doesn’t signify the first letter of my name.” Lauren felt nervous, which wasn’t like her at all.

“No, of course not.” Carrick shook his head, as if that wasn’t even a possibility. “I always tell people not to do that. Never have anyone’s name inked on you. You’ll regret it if you do because nothing lasts.”

It was an answer good enough to satisfy Lauren. Clearly, the relationship wasn’t meaningful. How could it be? She was a girl from Brattle Street; he’d grown up just down the alleyway in an apartment above a package store. She looked like an angel, and he was often mistaken for a monster. At night, women crossed the street when they saw him, and he never once blamed them. All the same, if he saw a woman walking alone, he would follow in the shadows until she was safely home. He thought of himself as a hawk, a creature that was far away but could protect you even when he was somewhere in the dark.

After her last tattoo was completed, Lauren worked a banishing spell.

Ego obliviscar te. Nihil nisi umbra es.

I will forget you. You are nothing but a shadow.

“Do you want me to disappear?” Carrick asked. He’d never known someone with witchy tendencies and was interested in her talents. Forget, forgive, close your heart, open it again, become invisible when the need arises.

“It’s so you don’t have to remember me. I’m doing you a favor.” Lauren carved her name into a black candle and told him to burn it down until it was nothing but melted wax, then to break the wax into pieces and throw them in the river on a night when the moon was full. “You’ll forget my name,” she promised, and she sounded oddly wistful, even to herself. “You won’t be able to picture my face.”

When a monster’s heart is broken you’ll know it. He won’t be able to hide it, not even from himself. Carrick had dropped his arrogant attitude to reveal himself, a wounded man. Lauren kissed him, which was likely a mistake, for a single kiss can undo any spell that has been cast. After she left, Carrick didn’t burn the candle; instead, he set it on a shelf underneath the sink, where he kept the paints he had used when he was an art student, before everything he created was colored blue or black. Then he finished the word he’d begun with L, carefully, so that every letter was a gorgeous thing, and even though it was more of a mistake than a name, the word was there by the end of the night.



Lauren finally had all the letters she needed. At night she would sit at her desk or curl up in bed with her grimoire. She was writing so much she thought she might soon need another notebook. Let the other girls at Lilith House burn white candles for love and luck, let them write the names of their beloveds on papers that turned to pale smoke when they were burned in a delicate porcelain dish. Lauren had found what she’d been looking for, the kind of magic that came alive, letter by letter, the best, oldest magic of all. Words lived on, even when they went unspoken. You could fall in love with them if you let yourself, if you lit the lamp and used every word that was inside you, if you let the rest of it burn.



Ava had taken notice of the lovelorn girls in the quad who trooped after the boys they adored, eagerly hoping to be asked out, too polite to approach anyone directly and do the asking themselves. It was only proper for women to wait and be silent, to smile brightly and never ask for what they wanted. Ava saw it all the time at the café when she worked on weekends. Young women who’d clearly been stood up, waiting alone at a table, looking up whenever the door opened, disappointed each and every time.

Jamie had never come to look for her after that breathless kiss, and now Ava wondered why the woman had to be the one to wait for the man to appear. Should she not demand answers? She set a finder’s spell, taking a handkerchief, tying it in a knot, and tossing it atop a map of the city. It fell on a street in North Cambridge, and she set out right away with Jack at her heels.

“Here we go,” she said to him. “Let’s find out if it’s the beginning or the end.”

The streets grew quieter as they headed north on Concord Avenue. Many of the houses were in need of paint, and most were three-family dwellings, stuffed with tenants and relatives, where children played in the yards behind chain-link fences. Ava followed the map, at last arriving at O’Malleys. There was only one window, which made it nearly impossible for anyone to look in and catch sight of a loved one who might be taking some time for himself to relax and have a drink. It was a safe place, a neighborhood place, and your wife didn’t need to know you were there at lunch with your pals, and your girlfriend didn’t need to know, either. Jamie Mather was at the bar, drinking a beer that was clearly not his first of the day though it was not yet noon. He’d had a lousy, boring summer, spent working with the hired men in the barn, guys he’d been friends with when he was young but who now kept their distance, for he was the boss’s son and therefore couldn’t be trusted. He was glad to be back in Massachusetts. He’d wanted out of dormitory life, had no interest in private societies and finals clubs, and was satisfied with his cheap room in the basement of a house on a run-down street where Harvard students didn’t usually rent. So much the better, as far as he was concerned. He felt less like an impostor here than he did in Harvard Yard or walking through his family’s house in Sudbury.

When the door to O’Malley’s opened and sunlight streamed into the darkness, Jamie looked up, wary, narrowing his eyes. He always feared that his father might hire someone to trail him and nose around in his business. Ever since Jamie’s arrest after high school graduation, Paul Mather had been convinced his son had criminal potential, and Jamie wondered if his father was right. Now, he was surprised to see Ava. She was blinking, her eyes adjusting to the dark until at last she spied him, a lone figure at the end of the bar. Jamie had lost weight, and he hadn’t bothered to cut his dark hair; he wore old boots and blue jeans, as if he were still in Wyoming, but also a white shirt and a black tie and the requisite sport coat, so he would look presentable when he went to classes. He was being directed toward studying economics, which would be helpful once he went to law school, something he had no desire to do. The very thought of it had caused him to order yet another beer even though he wasn’t done with the one he was drinking.

Jack trotted in when he recognized Jamie, and he didn’t flinch when Jamie reached out a wide hand to pet him. “Hey there, bud. Staying out of the river?”

“No dogs, my dear,” the bartender called to Ava. “Lie down with them, and you’ll leave us with fleas.”

“He’s not a dog, he’s a wolf,” Ava countered, hoping this would be a way to get around the house rules.

Impressed by her moxie, the bartender nodded. “Then by all means, be our guest, just don’t blow the house down.”

At the bar Ava ordered a whiskey, no ice. She’d never had a whiskey in her life but thought it was an appropriate drink at a place like O’Malley’s, which reminded her of the Pine Inn in Genesis, a place her family had avoided. For sinners and untrustworthy men, her father had always said when they passed by, which had only served to intrigue Ava. Now she tipped the glass toward Jamie as if to congratulate him. He’d won the dog over, and he had a grin on his face as he rubbed Jack’s head. “My buddy,” he said, knowing it would annoy Ava.

“You should have come to find me,” Ava said. “You would have if you weren’t such a major asshole.”

Jamie laughed to hear her use crude language. She was so beautiful that the two other men who were customers in the bar couldn’t take their eyes off her. “And a well-known fucking narcissist,” Jamie said drily. “Don’t forget that.” He put a hand on Ava’s arm as she was about to lift the glass to her mouth. The heat of his hand went through her sweater and her blouse. “Are you sure that’s what you want to drink?”

Ava pulled away and shook her head. “You think you know me.”

“And you think you know me,” Jamie countered. He had been thinking of her constantly, wondering how the new information about his history would affect them. Could he work a spell, rise from the ashes, get whatever he wanted, change his life?

Ava took a sip and quickly placed the glass down, her mouth burning. “Maybe not this time.” She took the paper crow from her purse and set it onto the bar. “You sent this to me.”

“I did,” he admitted with a grin.

“Why?”

He said he would tell her the reason, but not at the bar, they’d have to go elsewhere to have some privacy. Ava glared at him, but Jamie shrugged and said, “If you don’t trust me enough to take a walk with me, then what are we doing here, Ava?”

He had a point, and she certainly didn’t want to slink away after having searched him out. “This one time,” she said.

They left O’Malley’s, walking in silence. At last they found a small park at the end of Upland Road, where they lay in the grass. The crows were perched above them, chattering in the trees. Ava raised her arms into the air, and the crows fell silent. They were always curious, and one had a ring in its beak that appeared to be a wedding band. Ava laughed, knowing it was a message about love.

“Do they always follow you?” Jamie asked

“I fed them when they were babies,” she said. The crows had come with the woman in the cloak who had visited her at night throughout her childhood, calling to each by name, as if they were guardians there to watch over Ava.

“There was once a crow who had a wife on earth,” Jamie told her.

“Is that possible?” The crows in the trees were quiet now. Perhaps they were listening in.

“I’m telling you a story. One my mother told me. So please, no judgments.”

“Fine,” Ava said. “Anything is possible.”

Jamie reached for a piece of newspaper on the ground. As Ava watched, he turned it into a crow right before her eyes with quick origami folds. “She taught me how to do this as well,” he confided. “It takes twenty-seven folds.”

“Tell me the rest of the story.” She wanted to hear, but she felt a bit of a fool, not really knowing if he was trustworthy. “Unless you’ve already told it to a hundred other girls and you’re sick of it.”

“I haven’t told it to a single one. You’re the first.”

That was what she wanted to hear. “Go on, then.” Ava fitted her hand into his much larger one. She could feel the scar on his left hand, in the same place as her scar, where an eleventh finger had been removed.

The crow took the shape of a man, Jamie told her, but he still belonged in the sky. It was in his nature to fly, and one night he did so. When he disappeared, his wife on earth tied bells and ribbons to a tree to call him home, but he was in the shape of a crow, and when he did return, she didn’t recognize him. He was there and she couldn’t see him, and he couldn’t say a word. His wife waved him away into the highest branches, where he waited for her to recognize him, but she never saw him for who he was. His feathers had turned white from grieving, but there was nothing more he could do. As for his wife, she was skin and bones; she wouldn’t eat or drink and she vowed never to love again. When she could no longer stand his betrayal, she hanged herself from that same tree, and from that day on, he had never left its branches.

“That is not a happy ending,” Ava said solemnly. “Your mother shouldn’t have told you that story.”

His mother wanted him to know that love could bring grief, for if you gave your heart to someone, it could easily be broken. She always ended the story with the words We never know what will happen until it does.

“I don’t know about that.” His mother was the only one in the family who always seemed to be on his side. She was quietly honest, and although she wanted him to fit in with his brothers, she loved him despite his flaws. “I think she just wanted me to understand that love is complicated.”

“Too complicated?”

“That’s for you to decide.”

They kissed for a very long time, so long that Ava forgot the rest of the world. She forgot the white crow who never again left his tree. This was all three fates that awaited them: the one they’d been born to, the one they would walk away from, and the one they would make for themselves.

When she left Jamie, she went to the library and approached the shelf where she’d found the first letter. If there was another one in the very same place, then she would know someone was trying to tell her the truth.

Tell me everything, Ava whispered. Tell me all I need to know.





THE FIRST WITCH OF CAMBRIDGE

1692

Dear Reader,

We arrived on May 14 in the rough-hewn city of Boston, which was barely a city when compared to London, for despite the vendors in the streets and the smell of fish that wafted over from the busy docks with stands selling all manner of sea creatures, there were still green fields, called the Common, where people set their sheep and cows to ramble free. My mistress did not wish to return to Massachusetts, which she considered to be a cold, barbaric place, but I wanted a world I had never known, and that was what I found. If you closed your eyes, you could imagine you were in the countryside even when you were in the heart of the city. Open them again, and you’d see the brick buildings where a dozen people might live in one room. It was city enough, for the roads were filled with sewage, and the ashes from the chimneys turned the alleyways black.

My mistress had forsaken who she was so that she might become the wife of a great man, in her case the reverend of the North Church in Boston, Increase Mather. My master had come to Harvard College at the age of twelve and graduated when he was seventeen. He became president of Harvard College, and the board has asked him to move across the river from Boston, but the Reverend says that Cambridge is no better than hell, a fetid marshland filled with wolves and crows where no decent person would live. I nearly laughed when he said so, for I have been to hell, and I can say without a doubt, Cambridge was nothing like it. I knew because I’d followed my master to the college, sent by my mistress to keep an eye on him. I already knew she was elusive about revealing her truest self and was discreet in all matters. I was aware that she kept a bat in her sewing room, letting him out at night. A Reverend’s wife should not have such a pet, one that came to her when it was called, and that was when I knew that even my kind mistress could keep secrets.

I took the ferry across the river, then tagged after the Reverend with the help of his enslaved man, Spaniard, who oversaw the horses. Spaniard and I were not allowed to talk to one another, but we did so now and then. We both wanted the same thing, our freedom, above all else.

When I arrived in Cambridge, I believed I’d found heaven. The marshes were dazzling in the shining yellow daylight, the river was filled with silver fish. On my first visit to Cambridge, I noticed there were crows everywhere, a sign that my mother had told me meant good luck. We were the women who were judged, the ones who were tossed into deep water, tied to chairs until we drowned. That was the reason I kept my talents to myself. I kept quiet, but I knew who I was. The truth is, I wouldn’t have had it any other way.

Harvard College then consisted of five buildings, including an abandoned school for native people, begun as a form of repayment for the land that had been stolen from them. It had been called New College, for Cambridge was known as Newtowne, with students who trained for the ministry, but when the minister John Harvard donated four hundred books and a portion of his estate, the school was renamed. Money mattered, even then, but power mattered more. I looked through the hazy window glass to watch Reverend Mather meet with his fellow ministers. They wished for a more conservative world than the one they already had, one in which their beliefs were to be the only vision for our lives. The students here trained to be Puritan ministers. There was no drinking or smoking, and they were often trained in medicine, compounds, and simples that were mixtures meant to rebalance their spirits after committing sins and keep evil away.

I considered the students to be fools; they would have done better with midwives and wise women as their teachers. My mother, who had practiced the Unnamed Art, taught me real medicine, the uses of the earth’s plants and herbs to fight illness. As for evil, the ministers could peer into a looking glass if they wished to see that. I wondered if they even saw the beauty that surrounded them, beyond the iron gates they had put up to keep themselves safe. The area surrounding Harvard was still wilderness, but when I sat beneath the old oak near the blacksmith’s shop and ate a fresh plum picked from a twisted tree, I knew for certain that I had found what I was looking for. Cambridge was where I first began to think it might be possible for me to be free.

While the Reverend was away in London pleading for a colony that would adhere to his Puritan beliefs, a witchcraft mania had started in Salem, Massachusetts, and we arrived in the midst of this madness. The jails were filled with citizens who had been accused of talking to the devil and causing their neighbors to have fits. Nearly all of those arrested in Salem were women, but the previous minister of that cursed town, George Burroughs, had also been brought to jail, for the people of Salem had accused Reverend Burroughs of turning into a black dog that ran through the fields at night, attacking women and biting children. In truth, a black dog is a blessing, it will protect you no matter what circumstances might arise, but the people of Salem feared anything they didn’t understand. Darkness of any sort frightened them, perhaps because they carried it inside their own hearts. Instead of speaking at the pulpit, George Burroughs sat in jail, and, as it turned out, there were as many rats in Salem as there had been in London, and just as many fools.

In June, soon after our arrival from London, a woman named Bridget Bishop had been hanged, accused of bewitching five young women. A record of her trial would be written up the following year in Cotton Mather’s book The Wonders of the Invisible World, and his father, Increase, would write and publish Cases of Conscience Concerning Evil Spirits Personating Men, in which the Reverend insisted the court no longer accept testimony from alleged victims, for the victims might be controlled by the devil while in court giving testimony. A person could be tried for reasons that would be judged ridiculous by any rational person. Trivial incidents, such as owning a black dog or cursing a neighbor’s field, could be the cause of an arrest. It was said that Bridget Bishop used poppets of lace for her spellcasting, and for that she was hanged on Gallows Hill on June 10, nearly a month after we had arrived in this country.

I went to Salem even though it seemed a dangerous place for a woman like me. I knew a witch when I saw one, and I didn’t see a single one on the roads we took. All I saw were women who were old and poor, or those who were too young or too beautiful to be believed when they spoke out. A witch is never the woman you think she is. She’s the one you don’t notice, who sleeps in the reeds, who calls blackbirds to her, who knows how to disappear before your eyes. The truth is, she is very much like me.

Increase Mather wished to be among those who heard the evidence against the minister George Burroughs, so off we went. It was the middle of August, that overheated month when women were known to faint if they spent too much time in the sun. It was beautiful countryside going north from Boston, filled with marshes and fields, but there had been a terrible conflict called King Philip’s War, the deadliest war of that century, with over 2,500 English settlers killed. Thousands of Wampanoag and other tribes had also been murdered or enslaved during King Philip’s War, the bloodiest conflict there would ever be on these shores. The area was still said to be treacherous. The settlers believed the native people to be demons who must be chased far away from cities and towns, and they insisted the land belonged to the takers, the men of God who had arrived on tribal lands with bibles in their coats.

Now, from our carriage, I spied a young girl with long black hair running through the woods. She was like a beautiful shadow disappearing as I watched. She ran so fast among the birch trees, it was as if she were a deer. One day I would be the one running through the fields and the marshes. One day I would escape and make my fate my own. On the day that I did so, the world would be mine.

I could tell from the start that Cotton Mather wished to eclipse his father, as the sun eclipses the moon. It was a family where the men wished to rise above others, and even though I was young, I knew nothing good could ever come of that, whether the father was a street sweeper or the president of Harvard. The younger Mr. Mather said his goal in Salem was to fight evil, but on our journey he waited for no one to be looking, then placed a hand on my knee. I can’t say I was surprised. I could feel the heat of his intentions, even though he didn’t bother to look at me. I was nothing, why shouldn’t he assume I would be his for the taking? I dressed plainly, for beauty was often a curse. I had seen it cause destruction too many times, and I never let my guard down. Cotton Mather soon moved his hand beneath my skirt; we sat close and what he was doing couldn’t be seen by any of the others in the carriage. I felt a comment rise in my throat, but I knew enough not to speak it aloud, for I would surely be blamed for intoxicating him. The best I could do was to shift in my seat, moving closer to my mistress. “Do you believe in evil?” I asked her.

“How can you be human and not believe in evil?” Mistress May answered in a soft voice. She glanced at her son, the man she had brought into this world. He did not return her gaze, and I wondered if he saw women at all. I wondered if my mistress knew who he truly was, as I did. It was then that I took Cotton Mather’s hand and brought it to my mouth. I remember his look of delight until I bit him. He grabbed his hand away and glared at me, but he didn’t say a word. He didn’t even cry out loud. He knew I was a witch then.

We had rooms at an inn not far from the docks. People didn’t look at you in Salem or they looked at you too closely, and either greeting was frightening. I was reminded of the prison in London, where we didn’t dare to lift our eyes to the guards. That was another place where women knew enough to disappear, always gauging how best to behave. I was a fast learner when it came to such things. Don’t talk, merely listen, watch them when they’re not looking at you.

Salem had been named after the word Shalom, peace. I stayed in a room near the kitchen, but I spent most of my time upstairs with Mistress May. She had the shaking disease and she was taking medicine that made her drowsy, and sometimes it made her see things that weren’t there. She wore her onyx necklace even when she was ill and in bed. It had been a gift from her husband, and she had told me she never removed it, no matter the circumstances. The physicians had no idea how to cure her, and I had bishopwort to strengthen her, and bittersweet, which cured dizziness and vertigo. I knew that the old cures were the best, even if men didn’t believe in them. When I sat with Miss May, she told me things about her family that she had likely never told anyone else, how she had left behind all that she was for the love of the Reverend.

“I was someone else,” she told me. “You couldn’t understand.”

But I understood all too well. I took a flower from a bouquet on her bedside table, and it wilted in my hands. The bud turned from white to red when I breathed on it. My mistress laughed out loud. I swear I had never seen her so delighted.

“No wonder I took you from that prison,” she said. For the first time she truly understood who and what I was. We were the same, but my mistress had closed the door to magic, she’d taken a vow to renounce her true nature. Our secret was in our blood, which turned black when we were cut, but she had done her best to be an ordinary woman to please the Reverend.

When the maid came in to make up the bed, she overheard May Mather tell me that when she was a girl a bat had followed her, and it sometimes still appeared. It was tapping at the windowpane as we spoke. The maid looked at us the way people did in Salem, from the corner of her eye. Trouble to come, I told myself.

I knew I must be ready for whatever happened next.

At the minister’s trial there were hundreds of onlookers who shouted and demanded his punishment. All at once, gathering clouds crossed over the sun and darkness fell; the onlookers became silent. The darkness was proof of something, but they weren’t sure what. These people believed that the devil walked beside them, that he placed his hand on their shoulders and left his mark and called women to him at midnight. Not even ministers were safe from his terrible demands to commit acts of sin and depravity. The devil lost his power when faced with judges, or at least that was what Cotton Mather said when he came to my door at night. I heard him breathing. I heard his desire. I had moved a bureau in front of the door and placed five black stones upon it to repel evil.

“I will keep the devil from you,” he promised me, but he was a liar. Evil wasn’t a mystery to me; it was there on the other side of the door. I knew his plan. He’d have me, then have no remorse when he accused me of witchery.

“Go to hell,” I said. “Go before I send you there.”

After that he came to despise me. “Can you not find a better servant?” I heard him say to his mother. When she didn’t answer, I knew what she was thinking. Can I not find a better son?

At the trial a deep quiet cloaked the madness in the room. It was as if we were poised on the edge of the earth and could easily fall into a pit of darkness. There was a fire burning somewhere beneath us, and smoke was in the air. I felt I might be asphyxiated, not by smoke, but by pure evil. There was no devil, I knew that for a fact, only the hatred of men, which was real enough.

“He’s come to this,” I heard Increase Mather say of the minister. “It won’t go well for him.”

George Burroughs, a tall, serious man, appeared to have no fear as he climbed up the ladder to his fate. It was the ladder of doom, and I had seen it before. It led upward, as if to heaven, when its true destination was hell. If I had done something to save him, it would have been the end of me, but I will always regret not trying to save him. I stood motionless beneath the vast lake-blue sky when I wished I could run to him and cut the rope with a knife. I would have liked to burn the fields down all around us.

We were on Gallows Hill, and from here it was possible to spy the sea. I wondered what the land had looked like before the Puritans had come to settle, before they turned forests into fields, and men and women into ashes. They seemed convinced they were doing God’s bidding, but who could truly believe it was the Almighty’s wish to have a rope strung around the neck of one of his ministers? They say that witches cannot recite the Lord’s Prayer, but Burroughs did so easily, and when he did, people in the crowd began to whisper. There was a flicker of doubt all around, and I saw Increase Mather grow pale.

“Let him walk away,” my mistress said to her husband. “He is a minister in God’s service. Stop this now.”

Reverend Mather would not grant his wife’s request. “It’s been decided,” he said, as if the trial were a river whose course he could not change. Some men who appear to be strong are weak deep inside, and he was one of those. “I’d do no different if I were the judge.”

The case had been determined upon spectral evidence—nothing more than the claims of neighbors, stories of cows that could talk and girls who saw imps in the hedges and signs from the devil in their morning porridge. This was the sort of proof the Reverend had approved, at least for now. I spied acres of rye below the hills, and I knew what could result from such damp weather; the rye would rot and be covered with purple-black growths. Once eaten, the rot would make people see things that weren’t there, an invisible world created in their own minds, a fantasy used to send people to their deaths.

I kept my eyes downcast when they hanged George Burroughs. Daisies were growing up through the grass, and I saw there was still beauty in this world despite the evil that men did, and I put my hands over my ears when the crowd began to cheer. They say that witches are foul, that we steal children and enchant men, but we do not murder the innocent, and we do not applaud what is wicked in the world.

Later that night, I heard the servants gossiping in the kitchen. They said there were witches everywhere, and if a hundred hangings were to follow it still would not be enough. They looked at me when I entered the room, so I was quick to agree with them, even though I believed them to be fools.

“Amen,” I said with great modesty. “The world is filled with incredible things.”

I had gone to the kitchen for an elixir for my mistress; I would make a tea of thorn apple and henbane and willow to treat her inflammation. The servants asked about my mistress. They had seen her shuddering and wondered if she was possessed. That was when I understood that I could do something to change the course of what was happening to the women of this town, something that might bring peace. I needed to give Increase Mather something worth fighting for.

Most Puritan couples slept with wooden boards between them on the bed, but I told the servants not to go into the Mathers’ room, for if they did they would see something God didn’t intend them to see. My mistress and her husband were people who had sexual relations nearly every night. It was quite a scandal, I said. The servants looked at me, ready for more gossip, and more than willing to believe the worst. I’d been to hell, and I remembered how it had begun. It was gossip and nothing more that had caused my mother’s death. I had stood in the crowd, just as I had when George Burroughs was hanged, unable to put a stop to the deeds of cowards who believed in lies. That was why I felt a responsibility to those who were already lost and those whose lives might soon be taken. Perhaps there was something that would cause Increase Mather to fight the battle for us. Let him have just cause.

I lingered in the corridor after leaving the kitchen so that I might overhear the servants’ chatter. “The Reverend’s wife,” the cook said with a tone of fear. “She ate an egg with the shell still on.”

The cook’s serving girl added, “When she took the stairs, she lifted off the ground.”

I had often dreamed of a dark angel who came to the service of those in need, carrying a burning torch that would illuminate the truth. Now I saw that it was my own fate I’d dreamed of. To save the many you sometimes had to sacrifice the few. If my master had something to fight for, he might see to ending the trials. Let them think my mistress was a witch and let my master come to realize how easy it was to indict the innocent.

The next morning I waited for the Reverend to leave his desk at the inn for his daily walk. I followed him past a neglected garden of low bushes filled with thorns; one snagged me, but I did not bleed. I never did. From here, we could spy the sea, so bright it was almost green on this day. My master’s walks were his time to think, and now I would give him something to think about that would provide him the chance to end what the witch-hunters had begun.

“Did you want something?” he said, irritated when I began to follow him. He’d never paid me the least bit of attention. I was nothing but an annoyance, a fly against a windowpane, a stone in his shoe.

“I did,” I said softly. I frightened myself with the depth of my intentions and the darkness inside me. To fight what is foul, one has to see through the dark and not shy away from what is evil in the world.

The cook was fixing breakfast, and she looked out the window to where we stood in an abandoned garden where roses had grown before the witchcraft mania had begun. She pulled the curtain back, all the better to see. She was waiting for something mysterious and unusual to happen, something that might mark me, since I was a stranger and therefore suspect. The slightest thing could be used against you; even something wondrous—a smile, a kiss, a bird fallen from its nest that you saved on a summer’s day—could be seen as evil. My mother’s crime was that she wore red boots. Witches were said to do that, but so did duchesses and queens. I had no power then, but my master had the ability to change things now.

“Shall we walk on?” I dared to say. We would then have privacy so that I could tell him the one thing that might change his tactics.

“If you insist,” he said.

He walked quickly so I might fall behind, but I kept pace with him. I wasn’t about to have him be rid of me. As we continued along the lane, I told him that the staff at the inn were saying that his wife was a witch. One had said she’d been seen rising off the ground.

The Reverend did not speak as I talked to him, but I could see the fear growing inside him. Fear is blue, like ice, but it burns, it burns until it turns white, until it becomes invisible, and even then, it’s still there.

“There is evidence against her,” I said.

“Impossible.” The Reverend’s face appeared chalky. I saw that he loved his wife, as she loved him in return, and that love did not necessarily bend to logic. It struck you like an arrow and then what choice did you have? He’d fallen in love with a woman who would have been jailed had she been anyone else. His wife never practiced her craft. She didn’t even have a witch’s garden; she had given it up for him. “They have no proof that she’s done anything wrong,” the Reverend told me.

“It is impossible,” I said. “And yet impossible things can happen. Isn’t that what your son says every day?”

When we returned to Boston, the Reverend locked himself in his study. When Cotton came to visit, my master said he was too engaged in his writing and could not be disturbed, and he turned his son away. That was the first step. I had faith in my plan, and in myself. I watched Cotton standing at the closed door, and I saw something inside him that was black as night. I was amazed to see that he was in possession of what people in the countryside in England call left-handed magic, or the Crooked Path. It was blood magic, the magic of tragedies and envy, self-importance and greed. I hadn’t known he had it in him, but there it was. His mother’s bloodline ran through him, but like the flower that had bloomed in my hand, it had turned from white to blood-red. I saw it because Cotton Mather dropped his defenses; he was in a fury, and I was glad to be hidden behind a velvet curtain on the day he realized what his father meant to do. He would go against his own son.


This I Declare and Testify, that to take away the life of anyone, meerly because of a Spectre or a Devil, in a Bewitched or Possessed person does accuse them, will bring the Guilt of Innocent Blood on the Land, where such a thing shall be done. Mercy forbid that it should (and I trust that as it had not, it never will be so) in New-England.



Increase Mather denounced spectral evidence and the witch trials, and there were those who said he made clear declarations that without sufficient grounds of conviction to be condemned, he would rather judge a witch as an honest woman than judge an honest woman as a witch. This attitude was meant to save his wife, but in the process, he saved countless others. They were still taking people in Salem into custody, and by the end of the witch trials, nineteen victims would be killed, but in the Reverend’s next sermon, he declared that it was better for a dozen witches to go free than for one innocent person to die. It was the beginning of the end of the witch hunt when Increase Mather delivered his speech at Simon Willard’s Third Church in Boston, advising his congregation to look inward rather than judge their neighbors.

O what makes the difference between the devils in hell and the angels of heaven? he asked those in attendance.

By now, the governor’s wife had also been accused of witchery, and rumors were flying so that no one was safe; many women were too afraid to leave their own houses. Mather and Governor Phips met and discussed the mania in Massachusetts, and they proclaimed that spectral evidence should not be enough to decide a person’s fate. All the same, Phips was done with the province of Massachusetts. I heard him say that the day he left London was the cause of his continuing misfortune, and I suppose he was right, at least for him. Cotton came one night soon after his father’s sermon, and I could hear the men quarreling. They were father and son, and Increase Mather would not go against Cotton publicly, but they no longer agreed, and without his father’s backing, Cotton Mather would not have the power he had previously wielded. I could feel the darkness within him even when I wasn’t in the same room; a door and a lock and key couldn’t protect you from someone like that. He had the worst traits of mortals stitched to the blackest magic. His soul was divided, and that division left him encased in rage. He hid it well until you saw it, and then it didn’t matter how handsome he was, or how educated. You could see he was a monster.

“Do they have nothing better to do than argue?” Miss May asked me, worried about her husband and son.

I knew the answer, though I didn’t say it aloud.

What men don’t understand they will seek to destroy.

I worked for my mistress for two years, all the while devising my plan to run away and start life anew. When I went to her to tell her of my intentions, she wasn’t the least bit surprised. Mistress Mather handed me a purse filled with silver coins and told me she would miss me as if I had been her own daughter. She and her husband had ten children together, none of whom had any idea what she’d given up to marry the Reverend. She had confided that she’d relinquished her magic by the use of an ancient charm, and that although she had regrets, she had made her decision because she knew her husband would never accept that part of her.

They say witches can’t cry, but they’re wrong, for we cried together on that day. I went to the dock and crossed the river by ferry. I wore a black cloak and carried my belongings in a leather satchel. On the other side, I made my way along the marshes, passing Harvard College, riding through the Common where sheep were set loose to feed on the tall grass. The world was dark, spinning in the sky. I would think of all the women who had been hanged, and the ones who would now be set free. Someday I would have a shoemaker make me a pair of red boots, and I would wear them every day to honor my mother and the women who were judged by men like my master’s son, men who saw evil where there was none, who took it upon themselves to translate the words of God into a language that suited them.

I chose a new name for myself: Rose for the blooms that turned from white to red in my hands, Bridewell so that I’d always remember the prison from which I’d escaped. I taught myself to write so I could give evidence to those who followed me, and every word was meant for the women in my family. You have found me after all this time for a reason. If you don’t know your history, you have no way to change what your fate might be. If you don’t know who you are you can never save yourself or those you love. You can never walk through the darkness unafraid.

I bought acreage with my mistress’s silver. I was forced to use another name when I did so. I called myself Rob Bridewell, and I dressed like a man when I signed the papers, for women were not allowed to own property. That was the reason I let other women settle here, no matter their financial situation.

We are the women descended not from Eve but from Lilith, Adam’s first wife, the woman Adam had cast into the wilderness because she would not do his bidding. She was his equal, created from the same dust as he and not from his rib, and so she possessed a will of her own. Lilith’s name means night bird, but the Puritans are convinced it refers to a night witch, the bat woman who is a dark-eyed thief that can enter their houses and enchant them. The men who hunt us tell themselves they must. They say they do so because women are weak and must be herded like sheep. They write the laws and enforce them no matter the cost, yet thoughts of us terrify them in the middle of the night, waking them from their trivial dreams, in which they are the heroes of their own small lives.

We are the life-givers and the death-givers, we raise children and create the world, yet they call us witches. Even when the trials ended, the judges were replaced by gangs of men who vainly searched for us with ropes in their hands. They say we need to be punished for hurricanes, famine, any sort of pox. When they look at us, they don’t see their own failures as clearly. They lose their land with bad investments, they shoot one another, they fail their own sons, they’re afraid to look in the mirror, and each and every time they blame us. They prefer the girl who ate the apple, the one made from Adam’s own rib, who has been blamed for all of mankind’s evil. Let them call us she-devils, let them say we steal children from their beds. We know who we are. We are the women who nest in trees to gaze at stars, who can never drown. We are one with the earth, we hear its heartbeat when we lie in the grass and close our eyes, magic is all around us, in the snow and the rain. We are descended from a single word, wicken, which means to use magic. That is what is inside of us. Not fear, but hyacinths and reeds, lakes and clouds, everything that we breathe in and all that we breathe out.



More and more women arrived from Boston and Salem to build their homes on my property. They had been cast out of their houses due to the charms they kept by their bedsides, or their gardens filled with nettle and rue, or the children they decided to have when unwedded or not to have at all. They have been accused of many wrongdoings: prophecy, divination, speaking with devils, speaking with angels, using herbs for their own purposes, helping other women who were in need. The land I bought was land no one else wanted. The other women helped me clear out branches and stumps and plant an orchard; in return they could stay as long as they liked. On the night of the full moon, we danced the old dance with steps created at the beginning of time. It joins us to the world around us as we attempt to repair what the first men who came to this country tried to destroy.

It took an entire day to walk the length of my property, and I didn’t use more than I needed. Let there be foxes and turkeys, let there be a thousand blackbirds wheeling across the sky, let there be ripe apples in the fall, and dusty green tomatoes each summer. Let there be blueberries all spring so that the bears could eat their fill, their mouths turning a vivid blue. Women slept in fields, sometimes more than a dozen, dusted with pollen. Some of my neighbors wept for the loss of families who no longer spoke to them, others cursed those who had abandoned them. We were well aware that if we didn’t have each other, we would have no one at all. We told the stories we’d been afraid to speak aloud. We walked past the brambles, and each time we did, we held our hearts in our hands.





CHAPTER TEN

Senator McCarthy’s witch hunts continued in Washington, dividing Americans into camps of those who feared that Communist sympathizers had infiltrated the government and those who believed the country needed to adhere to the principles of individual freedom. There were reckless accusations that had no more credibility than the allegations that had once been flung at the women of Salem, when shoddy evidence based on the uncanny, nightmares, and visions of demons had been used in court. Lionel closely followed the news of what was called the Lavender Scare, actions taken against homosexuals who were thought to be threatening to the government for reasons that were equally hazy. Often there were meetings at the Peacock Café, where progressive thinkers and professors sipped bitter coffee and spoke in hushed voices. The world was dangerous, and the mere act of speaking out could be considered a crime.

Lauren couldn’t bring herself to read the news and spent all her time in the study of ancient magic. She had enrolled in Anthropology of Magic, as all Lilith members were required to do for at least one semester, a course that analyzed sacred objects that had been used as supernatural vessels in religious sacraments during magical rituals. Lab classes were taught with male students in attendance at their desks, but female students were thought to be too distracting to male students and were made to stay in the corridor outside. Only a few chairs were available, so female students were often forced to stand for two hours while listening to the lecture, never laying eyes on the professor or the objects he was discussing. Women could view the artifacts only after the class was over.

Professor Eugene Sharpe was tall and extremely good-looking, much beloved by his students, so much so that he had an ad hoc fan club of devoted women who met to have coffee and discuss his charms: his accent, his cheekbones, his hazel eyes that changed color depending on his mood. It was said he’d been divorced twice, perhaps even three times, and that he lived in a house filled with extraordinary artifacts. If you did your best, he might allow you to work on his research. His classes filled up so quickly people begged to audit his seminars.

On the first day of class, Lauren had noticed the Seal of Solomon, a powerful symbol of protection favored by those who walked on the left-handed path, on the ring the professor wore. She was even more interested in him after that, and her admiration increased when one afternoon he surprised his male students by inviting the female students into the classroom. Dr. Sharpe was known to have female research assistants, and he was said to make time for women students during office hours.

“Please don’t report me to the dean for allowing you ladies into the lab,” he joked as the women gathered around.

Lauren eagerly edged her way to the front to watch as Sharpe took out a sheet of white paper. The professor closed his eyes and whispered a spell no one understood, although Lauren heard the snippet of Latin Ignis in oculo meo, fire in my eye. All at once the paper began to burn. The professor held it in his hand until it was nearly ash, then tossed the singed paper into a glass bowl. The other students laughed and applauded, convinced that Sharpe had performed a magic trick, but Lauren knew better. This was a man who was capable of black magic.

That night Lauren locked the door of the bathroom and filled the tub, adding seven roses, salt, vinegar, and bay leaves. That was the way to get Sharpe’s attention, and she knew it. For days she smelled of roses, and when class met the following week, Professor Sharpe stopped as he passed through the hallway where the female students were made to sit. He noticed Lauren for the first time, her pale blond hair, how she casually glanced up at him. Something emanated from her that made him think of black roses, the kind that grew on brambles, the kind you had to be careful of if you didn’t wish to be pricked.

Another student from Lilith House was also taking Sharpe’s class. Ashton and Lauren had little in common, and they rarely saw one another except at the Sunday meetings, but now here they were, side by side.

“He’s interesting,” Lauren said as they waited for class to begin.

In response, Ashton shrugged, her aspect grim. She was a lovely dark-haired girl who took her studies seriously and had been assisting the professor since she was a junior, researching and copyediting his papers and organizing artifacts in the museum crates. Women at the museum were assistants or cataloguers or secretaries, and there were only a few female student researchers, who did the grunt work for male professors.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Ashton said. “He’s taken.”

In the summers the professor went to an ancient Persian site he’d been excavating for more than a decade, often taking a student along, and Ashton hoped to be traveling with him this summer. Their relationship had gone beyond the classroom, not an unusual occurrence for young women who fell in love with their teachers. But from the way Sharpe looked at Lauren, she thought perhaps Ashton had misjudged her own situation. “I won’t go after him,” she said, knowing she wouldn’t have to. “If you’re the one he wants, then you’re meant to be together.”

Ashton gave Lauren a grateful look, not that Lauren noticed. She had turned her attention to the professor as he described the demonic artifacts he’d recently found, charms from the grave of a high priestess. Sitting in the hallway, Lauren felt the way she had when she’d first discovered the magic books with poisonous green covers in her grandmother’s library. The professor might be exactly what she’d been looking for; already the word conjure was burning her chest.



Ava and Lauren often met in the closet that connected their rooms. It was there that they sat before two flickering candles, one white and one black. Each time they did this, the cuts in the palms of their hands throbbed. They were practicing reading one another’s minds. Know what I know, see what I see, hear what I have heard.

“You have a secret,” Ava declared.

Lauren shrugged. “Doesn’t everyone?”

“There are letters involved,” Ava went on.

Lauren, who was usually so bold, now shyly unbuttoned her blouse to reveal her tattoos. Ava had never seen a tattoo on a woman before, and she gasped at the sight. Back in Genesis most of the men who’d been tattooed had been in the navy and were adorned with hearts and flags, anchors and sailing ships and stars.

“Oh, Lauren, this is permanent! What if you change your mind?”

“I won’t,” Lauren said, entirely sure of herself. But before she could slip her blouse back on, she peered in the mirror behind her and noticed there was a letter she hadn’t requested on her shoulder; one she hadn’t seen before. The letter L had been printed in black letter Gothic. It blazed hot when Lauren touched it. She should have been enraged, but instead she was flattered, as if she was some foolish, lovestruck girl.

“What does that L stand for?” Ava asked. “Your name?”

“It doesn’t mean anything.” Lauren thought of the way Carrick had kissed her, as if nothing else mattered. What he looked like didn’t reflect who he was, and why should it? Everything inside was hidden unless you knew how to look for it, unless you had the sight. She knew there were stories in which monsters had the largest, most breakable hearts of all. Was that his fairy tale? Would he disappear into smoke and ashes when he couldn’t stand this cruel world anymore? “It’s just a joke that the tattoo artist found amusing,” Lauren said flatly.

“Well, it’s the sort of joke that lasts forever,” Ava said. “They should be more careful.”

Nothing lasts forever, Lauren wanted to say. In her experience it all disappeared, but Ava was right about one thing; they both should be more careful. When they’d said good night, instead of going to bed, Lauren sneaked out to Central Square. Once she’d made her way to the alley, she tore a page out of her grimoire on which she’d written a forgetting spell. Turn to ice, turn to stone, turn as I will you to. She rolled up the paper, then tied it with black string and burned it on the steps before running off.

Carrick thought he’d heard a rat, so he came out carrying a baseball bat to frighten it away. All he found was a pile of ashes. When he swept the soot away, the ash left letters imprinted on the topmost stair that spelled out NEVER. That was when he knew Lauren had been there. Carrick went inside to fetch a vial of ink and to spill some over the first letter, and there it was, the truth of the matter, the inside of what was meant to be. EVER. The word was still there long after the rain fell that evening, and even when it was finally washed away by wind and weather, he could see it right outside his door. He wasn’t about to forget her.



Ava walked along the corridors of the Divinity School library, taking the stairs to the second-floor stacks. She wanted to know more and hoped that there would be other letters to find. She recited a locator spell, then tossed down a silver pin that had turned black in her hands. Invenire quod mihi opus est. Find what I need.

When Ava was young, her mother had tried to teach her to sew, but the needles and pins had all turned black in her hands, and her mother had eventually grabbed the sewing kit, saying, This isn’t for you.

Now, as she searched, the blackened pin rolled beneath a shelf. When Ava crouched to reach for it, she felt the spine of a book. It was a collection of recipes from the seventeenth century. She opened it to the first page and found suggestions for women. Wear an apron, don’t burn your hands, please your husband, never serve yourself first. She ran her finger down the list of dishes. Shepherd’s pie, corn chowder, potato stew, chicken roly poly, johnnycakes, molasses doughnuts. When she thumbed through the book, she found something more, a sheet of paper wedged between the pages. She knew it for what it was before she started reading. It was just the sort of magic she had been looking for, and if she wasn’t mistaken, someone had left it in the place where she’d be certain to find it.





THE FIRST WITCH OF CAMBRIDGE

1692–1694

Dear Reader,

I went to visit Mistress May, waiting until her husband had left for the day, for ours would not be a conversation a husband should overhear. Increase Mather was still the president of Harvard, but now that the witch trials were over, his son Cotton’s inflammatory remarks and writings made the family appear reckless. I always knew that Cotton Mather’s evil deeds would come back to him three times over. Once, for those he’d had hanged. Twice, for the girls and women who hid their true selves because of him. Three times, for the night he claimed me for himself when no one else was at home.

The Mathers were horrified by the changes that had begun at Harvard, for the reading lists now included natural philosophers, and there was a move away from Calvinism and Puritanism to a more open interpretation of material. I knew that Cotton Mather would never be satisfied, not if he began a hundred schools, not if he was the president of every single one. He would never get what he wanted most, for he would never return to Harvard.

On the day I went to visit, I let myself in through the back door. I had been a good servant who’d never asked for favors, but I was about to ask for one now. My mistress was delighted to see me, embracing me as if I were family. In fact, I knew more about her than they did, for she had always kept the truth of her background from her children. Her daughters had no talent for witchery, but Cotton was different. As a boy he could hold fire in the palm of his hand. There was a morning when the maid forgot him in the bath, and he did not drown even though he’d slipped fully underwater. My mistress hadn’t known what was more distressing, that the servant had been so careless, or that Cotton had shown proof of his inheritance. She called him her darling, her fish, her witch boy, but only when they were alone together. He hated himself, and Mistress May told me that he whipped himself out in the stable where no one could hear him cry. He punished himself for not being strong enough to get what he wanted, and Mistress May said he cut the palm of his hand every day, in the hope he would bleed out his inheritance.

In his writings about Salem, he did unto others as he wished to do to himself. Exposed and punished them.

On the afternoon of my visit, I knew exactly what I wanted. A way to keep women safe.

“We need a constable who refuses to tolerate witch-hunters,” I told May Mather on that day. “Your husband can have the governor appoint such a person. One who doesn’t wish to chase us from the face of the earth, if such a man exists,” I added ruefully, for I’d lost my faith in mortal beings.

As it happened, May Mather knew such a man, one who had recently arrived from England, a cousin whom she trusted, whom she promised to contact. Before I left, she gave me a bag of coins for the women in my orchard, so that they might buy hammers and nails to build shelters. Among our people in Boston, word had gone out that there was a safe place across the river, and my mistress understood why I wished to make certain it remained that way. Witches can hide, they can pretend they don’t exist, or they can claim a piece of the world.

Not long afterward, a new constable was appointed, and in high summer he came to see me while I was at work in my garden. People called it a witch’s garden, for it had every manner of herbs. Agrimony, a bitter herb used in protection and to reverse spells and break hexes. Rosemary to drive evil away. Alyssum, said to cure rabies and anger alike. Angelica, to be sprinkled in all four corners of a house to help in exorcisms and promote healing. Ash trees, whose leaves let you know the future in your dreams. Asters to win love. Lemon balm to heal. Basil to keep away spiders and scorpions. Bay leaves to remove curses. Madder root transplanted from England, which could be used to form a beautiful red dye as well as a poultice for bruises and jaundice. Apples, charms for spells of love and symbols of the soul, used for divination. We had planted a hundred apple trees, and in the spring the world turned hazy and pink, as if love was everywhere you looked.

When Amadis Grey introduced himself, I should have been forewarned, for his name was derived from the Latin word for my beloved. His mother was a cunning woman who had taught herself magic, and he had no fear of witchery. He carried the bone of a toad with him, as many do in England to protect themselves from curses and enchantments as they wander along the rural lanes. He was a man like any other, yet he was more. I was aware of that the moment he arrived on the property. He was tall, with an olive complexion and black hair, but his eyes were pale blue. He told me later he had the vision of a hawk and could see things that were hidden from other men, and perhaps it was true, for he’d managed to find his way to me. If he’d been bothered by the brambles, he didn’t complain. He didn’t speak much, but when he did, it mattered. He always had an opinion, a trait that would ordinarily provoke me, but instead I found I wanted to hear what he had to say.

“I think we might be able to help one another,” he told me on the day we met. I noticed there were leaves in his hair, which was too long and fell into his eyes. “I trust my cousin May’s judgments.”

“Did she tell you to beware of me?” I asked. The day was warm, but it seemed broiling to me, as if we had wandered into the heart of August. I felt possessed in some strange way.

The constable laughed. “Not at all. She told me you’ve been like a daughter to her. A beautiful daughter,” he added.

I presumed those were his words, not hers. I knew it was best if I took a step away, yet I remained where I was, facing him. “Now I know you’re a liar.”

“Never,” he answered. “My mother taught me to be truthful. Unless the truth would get me killed.”

“Mine told me the very same thing.”

He grinned then. “And yet I noticed that you are Rob rather than Rose in the landowner’s records.”

“Call me Rob if you wish,” I told him boldly. He would either turn me in as a pretender or come to my aid.

So there we were, observing one another, perhaps a bit too closely. At last he got down to business and I realized he was looking at me with respect, something I hadn’t seen before when a man gazed at me. I was already half in love with him, and in that moment, I fell the rest of the way. No one had to push me. I went there all by myself. There I was, completely undone. I invited Amadis Grey into my house for tea, and after that, he stayed on.

For that, I would always be grateful. I worked all that summer and fall in the garden and was happy to do so. I told Amadis I didn’t need marriage; I didn’t need anyone’s help. He frowned and seemed to be ready to ask me something, but I kissed him, and he didn’t say another word. When he left, he said he would be back, and I assured him that he didn’t owe me anything.

Amadis shook his head. “Do you know nothing about what we are to each other?” he asked me.

I knew the answer, but I couldn’t bring myself to say the truth out loud. Everything. That was the answer. But I knew how the world worked, how short a day was, how a year passed by in the blink of an eye, how loss was growing in every garden, how once you plucked it, it was yours.

That winter eight feet of snow fell in a single day. It kept falling until the world was white and so quiet not a single bird sang. All I could hear was the sound of my child’s heartbeat inside me. Amadis came to see me after that snowfall. He was the sort of man who worried, even though I’d told him not to. A deer had been trapped in the deep snow, and he rescued it and carried it on his shoulders. He leaned on my door when he finally arrived, weary and out of breath.

“You could have died for the sake of a deer,” I said.

“I know,” Amadis agreed. “But I thought it would make you love me.”

I already did, and he knew it. It was admitting that truth that was the problem. Love was dangerous and it always had been. I’d known that to be true ever since I was a girl.

We let the deer stay, and for a while I kept it as a pet, knowing I would have let it go when the snows ended. We fed it milk and bread, and it slept beside our bed, but there are times to let everything go, like it or not, whether or not your heart will be broken.

During this time Amadis insisted he was there to watch over me, but I told him I didn’t need his protection.

“Then maybe I need yours,” he admitted.

He remained with me all that winter as our child grew within me. When the snow began to melt, and only a dusting was left, we let the deer free. We clapped our hands to chase him off, because by then he didn’t want to leave. I feared that soon enough I would have to do the same with Amadis, otherwise he would stay on and when he left me I wouldn’t be able to bear my loss. Did I say I could see inside him? I had the gift of sight, and although I could not tell what would happen in my own life, I could see others’ fates quite clearly. My darling had been born with a heart that was too big. I loved him madly by then, too much, I often thought. I did my best not to tell him how I felt, but I couldn’t keep it from him, and I soon confessed my love.

“It was wrong of me to let you love me,” he told me. “My heart has been damaged since birth. One thing I can assure you. I’ll never grow old. Perhaps that’s a plus. You’ll never see me limping about with my head full of white hair.” He laughed, but I didn’t. This was too serious a matter, and he knew it. “I want you to know so you can be rid of me if you wish to,” he said in a tone I hadn’t heard from him before. “But don’t forget me.”

I couldn’t even if I had wanted to. He held my hand to his chest, and that was when I knew I was already broken. “I will never tell you to leave,” I said. “You’ll have to go on your own.”

He looked so sad then. I could see him as he’d been in England, a boy who wanted the whole world, who crossed the sea even though his mother begged him not to leave, who had found his way to me. Luck is a funny thing. Fortune is something that can sneak up on you. I would have given anything to save him, but because I couldn’t, I just vowed that I would never forget him, and that was enough.

That is what life is like, even if you practice magic. Loss in the darkness, love in the light. We decided not to discuss it anymore. A heart was a heart, and there was nothing you could do to change it. That night, after Amadis had fallen asleep, I went out to stand in the last patch of melting snow. I told myself to be grateful for all that I had in that moment. Stars, black trees, a man I loved. It would have to be enough.

Time passed, and Amadis was still in my bed. I marveled that we still had more to say, for we talked until dawn. He told me he came from a village in Cornwall, a place called the shining land, where every day was a marvel. He’d intended to go home, but here he was. People in town said he’d been enchanted; they said there were more witches in Cambridge than anyone would ever imagine. The woman at the shoemaker’s who was known for her red boots was one, and the new owner of the bakery, and the woman who raised goats and delivered cheese in a black carriage pulled by an old horse, and the many women who’d been cast out of their families or had run away to begin anew.

Certain years are like the chapters of a book, and this was my chapter of happiness. We locked the world away. Amadis recited his mother’s remedies, for she was a cunning woman who practiced the Nameless Art, and I wrote down each one in a leather-bound book. How to call crows to you, how to distinguish a lie from the truth, how to cure coughs, how to find your way through a storm, how to fall in love. I didn’t need to leave lavender under my beloved’s head as he slept or give him a tea composed of nettle. I heard his brokenness when I lay my head upon his chest, and still, I couldn’t give him up. Love was greedy, it was all you wanted once you’d had it, it was the reason to wake in the morning and go to bed at night.

“I want you to remember me as I am, not as I soon will be,” he told me one night, and so I wasn’t surprised to find him gone from my bed on a windy, blue morning. It was March by then, the most unreliable month, when the gusts could chill you on the sunniest of days. After that whenever I saw him in town, we merely nodded to one another. We acted as if we were strangers now, ones who happened to be in love even though we had no future. We couldn’t stop ourselves from meeting out past the cemetery. We did it in the dark, so we didn’t see the pain on one another’s faces, and when we were together, we didn’t speak. We wanted each other too much to waste time talking. I couldn’t have stopped what happened out there beyond the cemetery. I took what I could. Sometimes I laughed when I realized how tongue-tied he was in my presence. I had the sight and saw the future, but I loved him so much I put a forgetting spell on myself. Burn the candle, drink sage tea, never think about what is to come.

Soon enough I was huge with our child. I could feel it turning inside me, a restless soul, ready to be free and enter the world. Amadis no longer came to see me, and I’d heard he had booked passage back to England. I went looking for him, finding him outside the blacksmith’s.

“If I was another man, I would marry you,” Amadis told me. “If this was another life, we could live it together.”

I wanted him to stay. I wanted him more than anything. But he wasn’t the sort of man who would let me take care of him, and even though he didn’t want to leave me, in the end, he went back to England. He wanted to die where he’d been born, in the countryside where a toad’s bone was thought to protect men from evil. After he’d gone, I wept as if I were an ordinary woman, but my tears burned me and turned black as they ran down my face. They left marks that were impossible to erase, and in certain slants of light people could see the tracks they had left behind. I went to the room he’d rented, which was empty now. But there on the windowsill I found the gold ring he had left for me. He knew me as no other ever would; he knew both my heart and my soul. I slipped on the ring, and in that way, I married him.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

It was the winter solstice, the longest night of the year, a time of darkness and endings, but also of hope and new beginnings. The women of Lilith House lit candles, then made certain to string holly from the ceiling to ensure that evil wouldn’t walk through the door and that blessings would be given to all. In the 1600s there were people who baked witches’ cakes made of rye flour and urine on this night, vowing that should a witch take a single bite she would be revealed, but that old story was nothing more than a lie. A witch would take one look at a cake like that and know it was meant to be a trap.

Jamie had never invited anyone home for Christmas before, and for good reason. Holiday gatherings were dreadful enough, and now he had thought of the ways in which his family might provoke a guest, as they harassed him at every given opportunity. Whatever he did was subjected to judgment and derision. He wasn’t a hard enough worker, he was too quiet, he drank too much, he was too much of a loner, he couldn’t take a joke. No matter the case, he was always wrong.

“You’ll hate everyone,” he assured Ava.

To say that Ava was a nervous wreck was an understatement. She had packed her suitcase twice over and still wasn’t sure of what she should bring. When Lauren passed by in the hallway, Ava signaled to her.

“I’ve been invited to the Mathers’ Christmas dinner,” Ava blurted. “I have nothing to wear.”

“Wait right here.”

Lauren disappeared into their shared closet, returning with a chic black dress, black patent leather heels, and her cashmere coat. “Take it all. Don’t forget to wear makeup and be sure to laugh at their jokes, even if you don’t understand them—you’re not meant to. They’ll all be private family references meant to make you feel like an outsider.”



Ava was convinced she needed more than cashmere and patent leather heels to pass as an acceptable guest. She wished she were as brave as the first witch, able to fall in love no matter what, to give no value to the opinions of her enemies. Perhaps she needed an enchantment to get through the encounter with the Mathers, and so on the night before they were to leave, when she knew Jamie had a late class, she went to the three-family house where he rented an apartment. The family upstairs was having a Christmas Eve party with a dozen or more relatives raising their voices for a sing-along to “It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas.” Ava made a dash into the dark yard, then carefully put her hand through the broken pane of glass no one had ever thought to repair. She opened the window and climbed through. She had brought along an elixir, a fabled love potion, the strongest love magic of all, first used six hundred years earlier in France. It was so potent that people went wild with desire after only a few sips. She’d found the recipe in one of the poisonous green grimoires in the Bells’ library. On the topmost shelf, out of reach unless you used the library ladder made of rosewood and oak. Caute Utere, Use with caution, had been written in red letters on the very first page of the book, but she had gone ahead and re-created the spell, gathering all the necessary ingredients. Cardamon, hibiscus, lavender, bird bones, feathers, the foam from a black dog’s mouth, the heart of a dove.

To deliver the potion, Ava climbed through the window of Jamie’s apartment, leaving Jack in the yard. She told herself there was nothing wrong with love magic, people used it all the time. In the Middle Ages, magicians called to demons to ask for help with their love magic and seductions, for it was easier than you’d think to convert hate to love and love to hate. Women used love magic on their husbands to assure they would remain faithful and wouldn’t stray, adding their own menstrual blood to their food so that their husbands’ love would be more inflamed. Ava realized she didn’t wish to force someone to love her. No fish, no blood, no worms, no silver pins, no demons, no false promises, no potions, just love. She poured out the potion in the bathroom sink, and for a while the air turned red, but she opened the window and waved the fumes outside, where birds began to sing in the chilly air.

As she was leaving, Ava came upon a white paper crow left on Jamie’s desk. In the story of her life, she wanted the white crow to return to her whether or not she called out to him. Even if his family thought she would never be good enough, even if they lived in different worlds, no matter what happened, no matter where fate led them. Amor in aeternum, amor qui meus est. Love forever. Love that is mine.

Before the holiday, Ashton called Ava into the library to remind her that the true nature of the society must always be kept secret. “Especially if you’re associated with a Mather. You would be putting us all in danger.”

By now, everyone at Lilith House knew of Ava’s involvement with Jamie.

“I’ve made mistakes myself,” Ashton told her. “I trusted a man I should never have trusted.”

Ava listened, she nodded and said she understood, but the truth was that Ashton’s warnings had nothing to do with her.

Jamie was different. He understood her.



In the morning, he arrived behind the wheel of a white Corvette with a red interior, a model so small Jack had to curl up under Ava’s feet in order to fit inside. “It belongs to my brother Brent,” Jamie said, clearly embarrassed by the extravagant car. “He keeps it in a garage in Boston. He’s a sports car fanatic. I’m just borrowing it. He can’t seem to spend enough money on cars, or anything else for that matter. Expect him to be an ass, because he will be.”

“Will your other girlfriends be mad if I go away with you?”

Jamie laughed and shook his head. He had fallen in love despite himself, even though it was likely he would ruin this thing with Ava just as he ruined everything else. He was broken, and anyone who came too close to him was bound to find that out soon enough. It was more than likely that Ava would dump him once she got to know him, and so he tried his best not to appear too pathetic and lovestruck.

“How will you introduce me to your family if I’m not your buddy or your pal?” Ava asked.

“Are you saying you’re my girlfriend?” Jamie said.

“You tell me.”

“Haven’t I?”

The gleaming sky was wide and bright above them as they drove. The crows were following along. “You haven’t told me anything,” Ava said. Tell me now, tell me everything, be the white crow that returns.

“All right, then,” Jamie said. “You are my girlfriend. Unless that’s not what you want to hear. Then I’ll say you’re a pal.”

Ava couldn’t help but smile at his sidelong glance, for clearly he was afraid of her answer. “I’m not a pal,” she assured him, before leaning over to kiss him.

They kept the top down even though it was freezing, and they shivered as they roared past Lincoln and Concord, past the old prison that had been there when Louisa May Alcott and her sisters had taken walks on crisp afternoons. There was no snow, but there were patches of ice, and the wind was brisk. They turned up the heat and didn’t pay any attention to the world around them. Let it hail or rain for all they cared. When they turned down the gravel drive to the Mather family’s estate, Ava begged Jamie to stop so she could brush her hair.

Jamie watched as Ava fixed her windblown hair, his face breaking into a wide grin. He’d never seen anyone as beautiful.

“What?” Ava said, thinking she’d done something wrong, more convinced than ever that meeting his family was a half-baked idea. She thought of herself sitting at the farm stand all summer, reading a book she wasn’t supposed to have, a D. H. Lawrence novel she’d found at the library titled Women in Love, published in 1920 and banned in many places, hoping no one would stop and buy tomatoes so she could go on reading.

“I love to look at you,” Jamie said.

Ava narrowed her eyes, thinking he was joking, or perhaps it was just her red hair, which was said to bewitch men; then she saw that he meant it. “Is that all that matters?” she asked. “The way I look?”

“God, no. It’s you, Ava. It’s who you are.”

But who was that? The daughter of an unknown witch, an orphan raised by people who scorned who she was at her very core. Tie up your magic with a cord and burn it, bury it in the orchard, don’t show anyone who you are. “You think you know me,” Ava said. By then they had gotten out of the car. The house at the end of the driveway was huge, made of brick and stone, overwhelming to Ava.

“Maybe I know you better than you think I do,” Jamie said now, thinking of the dreams he’d always had.

They stood close, arms around one another’s waists, while Jack ran across the lawn. The grass was still a deep green despite the cold. Ava wondered if it had been painted, if landscapers were instructed to tint the grass all through the year so it would remain perfect. Jamie’s black coat was flapping out behind him as he grabbed their bags from the car. Seeing him broke her heart; he was so devastatingly good-looking, but he was in many ways still a boy who could never do anything right in his parents’ eyes. Ava stared past him into the woods, for she’d spied a lustrous flash of red. A fox. Jack had seen it as well, but he hadn’t moved. The dog turned to look at her before chasing after it.

“Stay,” she told him.

“Ava?” Jamie seemed unsure. Anything could happen once they walked inside his parents’ house. He hoped no one would notice that his watch no longer kept time; it had stopped when he plunged into the river to save Jack.

“A fox is good luck,” Ava told him. “We’ll be fine.”

Jamie was burning hot as he kissed her. He’d been hurt all his life, every time his brothers threw a soccer ball at him, every time his father lectured him about what a failure he was, every time he saw pity in his mother’s eyes. And still he possessed the Mather watch, which they were all given on their eighteenth birthdays.

The door opened into the black-and-white marble entryway, and Jamie’s mother, Louise, and his sisters-in-laws, Kit and Cynthia, greeted them.

“Late as usual,” the sister-in-law called Kit commented.

“Oh, leave the boy alone,” the other one, Cynthia, suggested, giving Jamie a peck on the cheek.

Ava realized her choice of makeup had been a mistake. She had on black eyeliner and red lipstick, and all the women in the Mather family seemed to favor a palette of muted colors; they were demure in style, their blond hair swept up, their lips blushing pink. Ava was glad she was wearing Lauren’s black Chanel dress with gold buttons, patent leather heels, and the cashmere coat that was beyond critique.

Jamie’s father and brothers were throwing a football around on the back lawn. Ava had been teaching Jamie ornithomancy, the practice of predicting the future by observing the flight patterns of birds, an ancient art of divination. If the birds flew to the right, the answer to a question would be yes. To the left, the answer was no. Now, when his brothers motioned for him to come outside and join the game, Jamie noticed a bird flying against the wind, a sign that someone nearby might not be trustworthy and that it was best to be wary. The birds drifted to the left, and Jamie stayed where he was.

“Hey, asshole,” his brother Brent shouted. “Come join us.”

Jamie acted as if he hadn’t heard, but he had, and perhaps that was what set the tone for the rest of the day. There were greetings all around when they at last gathered in the kitchen, and a bit of a dustup when the Labrador retrievers caught sight of Jack, who growled and was immediately relegated to the second floor, where he would be kept in Jamie’s old bedroom. “You can stay up there, too,” Jamie’s mother, Louise, told Ava. “Jamie can stay in one of the servants’ rooms.”

Although servants no longer lived in the house, there was a warren of tiny rooms in the attic where maids and a butler had once lodged, and it was a running joke in the family that the one who exhibited the worst behavior over the holidays would have to stay there. The men, who had stopped for a drink in the parlor, were now hustled into the huge dining room just before the appetizers were served.

“So, this is the unlucky girl you’ve managed to drag here,” Brent remarked with what he clearly thought was charm. He looked Ava up and down, eyes narrowed, impressed by how gorgeous she was.

“What do you think you’re looking at?” Jamie said, his hackles raised.

“If you don’t know, you must be blind,” Brent shot back.

“Boys,” Louise said, accustomed to being a referee. They’ll grow up and stop, she always told herself, but that had turned out to be untrue.

“Get out while you can,” the middle brother, Sawyer, told Ava, who was already flushed and uncomfortable. Both brothers were lawyers who worked in their father’s firm on State Street in Boston. They always jockeyed over who was at the top of their father’s list, and Paul Mather clearly enjoyed their jabs at one another, for he considered intimidation a skill.

“Let her be,” Mr. Mather said. His words were friendly, but his tone was not. He was imposing and cold, especially when he nodded at Jamie. “How lucky we are that you grace us with your presence.”

Jamie had already begun drinking, and when Ava gave him a look he didn’t stop. She’d been served a glass of wine, which she’d gulped down too quickly, so she felt tipsy. Halfway through dinner and a second glass, she was utterly light-headed. “I don’t usually drink,” she said, interrupting a conversation about a vacation in Nantucket, and everyone turned to look at her in chilly silence. She could not have felt more awkward or ill at ease. Even the Chanel dress didn’t help. She was the apple orchard girl from Maine who didn’t know how to behave at a proper dinner, and they knew it. They could see right through her.

All through the holiday meal the brothers teased Jamie, and he soon dropped his usual arrogant attitude and said nothing, eyes downcast. Ava found herself wishing she had known him when he was a little boy. She could have spirited him away from this place. They could have followed the fox into the woods; they would have never looked back. There was a world that was meant for them, but this wasn’t it.

“How are your classes?” Mr. Mather asked Jamie.

“Don’t you mean how many is he flunking?” Brent, the more obnoxious of the brothers, said mockingly.

Jamie shook his head, as if he regretted what he was about to do. “My apologies on behalf of the assholes at the table,” he said to Ava before he stood and stomped off. They could all hear the front door slam as he left the house.

Now alone with the family, Ava blinked and said nothing. She felt parched and tossed down another glass of wine far too quickly. She’d thought nothing could be worse than Christmases at home, where the food was always terrible and no one spoke, but she’d been wrong. Being at the Mathers’ table was so uncomfortable that Ava didn’t say another word all through dinner and found herself shifting in her seat until Paul Mather said, “I hear a rustling. Is there a mouse loose in here?” He gave her a sharp look.

“No,” Ava said. “It’s me.”

“She needs a nickname. We can call her Mouse,” the horrible Brent said, and Sawyer agreed, as always, but the sisters-in-law laughed and told Brent not to provoke their guest. All the same, when Ava stood up to leave the table, he called out “Bye, Mouse.”

Ava wished this brother of Jamie’s would get what he deserved. She whispered a shatter spell, even though she knew that magic should never be used for revenge, and had been taught at Sunday meetings that whatever you sent out into the world came back three times over. But it was too late to take back her wish; the wineglass had shattered in Brent’s hand. All around the table there were gasps, and the brothers’ wives made sure none of the shards were on the table. Paul Mather narrowed his eyes and stared at her.

“Be careful,” Ava advised Brent as she went down the hall to the kitchen. She was more furious with herself for losing her temper than she was with any of the Mathers.

The housekeeper had the day off, so Ava slipped on rubber gloves, rinsed off plates, and piled them up on the dish rack. She took an onion and chopped it into four pieces, the skin still on, so it would cleanse the atmosphere. She then washed the sink with salt and water and peppermint soap, a good way to banish arguments.

“You don’t have to clean up,” Louise told her, after she’d followed the girl, embarrassed by her family’s behavior.

“No trouble.” Ava felt as if she were the help, just as she’d been at Eliot House, and so she might as well act the part.

The men were playing cards, except for Jamie, who’d come back to get Jack from the bedroom to take him for a walk.

“My son is not like other people,” Louise Mather said, eager to make amends. “He hides his true self because he’s so easily hurt.” She surprised Ava by taking Ava’s hand, the left hand, where the eleventh finger had once been. Louise Mather had seen who her visitor was the moment she walked in the door. “I think you understand him the way someone else wouldn’t.”

“He’s magic,” Ava said softly.

“Exactly. I did him a disservice when I pretended he was something he wasn’t, but I was protecting him.” She looked closely at Ava and could see that she possessed a strength that Mrs. Mather herself had been lacking. “You won’t do that, I can tell. You won’t let him get away with everything the way I did. I babied him.”

“You’re a mother, he’s your baby, it makes perfect sense,” Ava said.

“I can see he was smart to pick you,” Louise said admiringly.

“Oh, he didn’t.” Of that, Ava was certain. “I picked him.”

“Just know my husband won’t accept it,” Louse said. “He’ll figure out who you are. He’ll keep Jamie away from you.”

“I don’t think it’s his choice,” Ava found herself saying. “It’s ours.”



While the family began to play a vicious after-dinner round of poker, Ava was left on her own in the enormous house, relieved to have been forgotten by the family. She took the opportunity to snoop around in the library. There were several very old volumes, and Ava found herself drawn to a leather-bound book she quickly grabbed off the shelf. The text had been handwritten in the seventeenth century and documented births and deaths in the family. When she paged through, she found a white feather, and then, to her surprise, a letter written by Cotton Mather. It occurred to her that the librarians at Harvard would go mad with joy if they were told of her find, but when she read the letter, she knew she must leave it where it was, for it contained pure evil.

I have taken care of Rose Bridewell. There will be no more magic.

Shocked, Ava went up to Jamie’s childhood bedroom, got into the old-fashioned iron bed, and slipped beneath the blankets. She wondered what they had done to the first witch of Cambridge. Being in this house felt like a betrayal of the women who had suffered at Cotton Mather’s hands. Ava turned off the lights and fell asleep on what had been Jamie’s boyhood bed. She dreamed of the white crow in the elm tree who couldn’t find his way back to his beloved. She was running through the wild wood, her feet bleeding, her heart broken.

At last, it grew dark, and Jamie came back to the house, calling for Jack to follow with a low whistle. Jack had accompanied him to the pond, where they’d both been careful to stay clear of the water, but even so, they left muddy tracks as they climbed the stairs and went into Jamie’s room. There was a row of meaningless trophies from the years when he played baseball, won by the team, not by Jamie himself, for he was never a very good player. When he saw Ava in his bed, he felt embarrassed by his childish behavior at dinner. He lay beside her, his arms around her. “How did I get to be so lucky?” he said.

“Hello,” Ava said, as she awakened from her dream. The white crow had been falling through the air and she couldn’t catch him. As she woke, she thought of Jamie as a boy, and of herself when she was young, both seated beside their windows, both wishing they could run away. They were wishing that now.

“This is where I first dreamed of you,” Jamie said.

His arms were around her, and he smelled of pine trees and sweat. He was still wearing his black coat, and there were streaks of mud on his boots. He was hers alone, and she could tell he was burning for her. She didn’t need an enchantment for that.

“There was always a girl with red hair in my dreams,” Jamie told her. “Not that I deserve you. I’m a bad man, just like all the others in my family.”

“I like you the way you are.”

“Do you? Even when I stomp out of Christmas dinner?”

“No matter what you do.”

They spent the night in the small bed and in the morning awoke when they heard car doors slamming as the brothers and their wives set off for their own homes, which were not far away. Sleet had begun to hit the roof. The world was cold and beautiful and cruel. Their histories were braided together, both those who believed witches should be punished and the women they went after; those who created Harvard College and those who cleaned its kitchens and parlors; those who studied for the ministry and those who’d been locked in prison cells. Ava told Jamie about the white feather hidden in the book in his parents’ library. She thought perhaps the story his mother had told him as a boy was based on something in their history. Once upon a time there had been a white crow in a tree, and he’d never returned to the one he loved. Ava didn’t want that to happen again, yet when she closed her eyes and called for a vision of the future, she could see him walking away from her, his boots clattering, black coat flaring out behind him.

Ava had seen a photograph of Jamie with his family on a shelf in the library; he’d looked so unhappy and out of place, the brooding youngest boy, the one with the scar from his eleventh finger, the telltale sign that he wasn’t like the others. She would have appeared to be equally uncomfortable had her grandparents ever bothered to have a photograph taken of them as a family.

“One day we’ll run away,” Jamie told her.

Ava heaved a sigh. When she concentrated, the sight gave her a vision. She saw Jamie’s apartment as if she had walked through the door. Light came in from a high window, but no one was there. How do you lose someone? Count to three and they just might be gone. No matter what their fate would be, Jamie was with her on this cold morning, in the bed where he’d dreamed of her. He had worries of his own, half-convinced she would leave him after this visit. Surely she’d see him for who he was. He pulled away from her and lay flat on his back. She knew what he was thinking from the look on his face, and she moved to lie atop him, whispering.

“We don’t have to stop,” she told him. “Just because we’re in your parents’ house. We’re living our lives, not theirs.”

Jamie ran his hand over her hair. He had dreamed this once, and in his dream, there was sleet against the window just as there was now. “I have protection,” he told her.

“Good,” Ava said, her heart unmasked. “Because I don’t.”

He’d always been careful when they were together, but IUDs were illegal, and nothing was fail-safe. In earlier times lily root and rue were used to prevent pregnancies, along with bayberry, pennyroyal, juniper, and cardamom, but nothing was foolproof then or now. Jamie reassured Ava that he would not get her pregnant, but the rhythm method worked less than eighty percent of the time despite what men might declare and promise. Married women would not be able to buy birth control until thirteen years later, when Massachusetts and Connecticut became the last states to legalize contraception for married women, and it would be another twenty years before single women could possess birth control or condoms. Abortion had been legal in Massachusetts in colonial times if completed before the quickening, when the fetus began to move, but in 1873 the Comstock Act outlawed abortion in part because the American Medical Association wanted to take health care out of the hands of cunning folk and midwives, ensuring that women could no longer control reproduction. In Massachusetts these laws were called “Crimes Against Chastity, Morality, Decency and Good Order.” In bed, a mistake could be perilous. It was an old story, one in which people could lose themselves, one in which love was everything and anything, when it was all you wanted and all you needed no matter how it turned out.

Jamie had dreamed he was called before three judges, all dressed in long black robes. They had tied him to a chair that was being dragged into a lake, for they knew he had sinned. There were snakes in the water and ropes twined around his wrists as he was taken into the deep. He knew that it was only a matter of time before he could no longer breathe. The judges around him warned him. You’ll drown before you know it. She’ll take you to the very bottom, and there you’ll be, and we’ll have to glue you back together with bird bones and stones and even then you’ll never be able to walk away.

Jamie had gasped when he’d woken that morning, and he’d spat water. It was nearly dawn, and Ava opened her eyes as if she were a flower blooming. She looked so delicate, he thought he would crush her if he wasn’t careful.

As they were packing to return to Cambridge, Ava glanced out the window and once again saw the fox, this time on the patio. She went downstairs to have a better look, then stopped. From where Ava stood in the hallway, she could overhear his parents talking.

“It won’t last,” Jamie’s mother was telling her husband.

“If it does, we’ll lose him,” his father replied. “I’m not about to let that happen.”

“There’s one in every generation,” Jamie’s mother said. “Look at you. Despite the legacy, you turned out quite well.”

“Unlike Jamie, I knew it was wrong. I fought it and did what I had to do to fit in. Our son never could control himself.”

Soon after their youngest son was born, both parents knew he’d inherited the bloodline of May Mather. The eleventh finger was not easy to ignore, and then there had been the incident when a nanny left Jamie forgotten in the bath. As soon as Louise Mather discovered this, she ran to collect him, in a panic. Thankfully, Jamie hadn’t even come close to drowning; he’d been floating, and that was when his mother knew he couldn’t be drowned. When her husband found her cradling Jamie, tears in her eyes, he knew what the problem was. Even if you didn’t believe in witchery, you had to believe your own eyes. Paul Mather took the baby from his mother’s arms and dunked his son while his wife begged for him to stop. Eventually he did, for no matter how many times he held their son underwater, the baby floated once again.

“I’ll do what I must to set this right,” Ava now heard Paul Mather say to his wife. “You’ve babied him and let his worst traits rise to the surface, and this is the result. He brings home a witch from Lilith House.”

“Maybe we should have told him about that place,” Louise wondered.

Paul Mather shook his head. “Better not to know.”

“But now he must know.” Jamie’s mother had always feared their lies would come back to haunt them. “He should know about himself.”

The Mathers knew more than most about the society, and they always had. Later, the housekeeper would be called in and told to burn the sheets on the bed where Ava had slept and then instructed to scrub all the floors, and to burn sage, as if they could undo what had already been done, but love wasn’t so easily destroyed. Jamie’s father didn’t come to see them off, but Louise Mather stood on the slick grass holding an umbrella, waving goodbye. The fox was beneath a huge elm tree, and the lawn had turned white with icy sleet. As they headed out, Ava realized that Jamie’s mother was crying.

“She’s so unhappy,” Ava said as they drove away.

“Likely my fault,” Jamie replied.

“No, it isn’t.”

By now the fox had run away, a streak of red in the wild woods, good fortune disappeared. Ava could still see Paul Mather’s figure looming in the window, looking out disapprovingly. He would never understand his son, nor would he ever fathom the love a mother might have for her child, adoring him no matter who he might turn out to be. There would be trouble, of that Ava was certain, for Jamie’s father was a man to whom love meant nothing at all.





CHAPTER TWELVE

The year sped by, with the end of the spring term arriving in a rush of vibrant green. Lilith House’s farewell dinner was held in the garden, beside the black roses. All of the society members wore floaty white dresses, and no one bothered with shoes, and there were woven wreaths of brambles for the two graduating seniors, Ashton and Bailey, to wear, for they were about to enter a world that could be cruel to women and witches alike.

On this day, the atmosphere was dark. Clouds hung in the sky, and the air remained murky no matter how many weather spells were recited. The crows flew into the sky screaming and cawing and didn’t reappear. When the rain began, Ashton still hadn’t appeared. Her crown of brambles sat at the head of the table, with more thorns appearing all the time. They wondered if perhaps Ashton had overslept, but when her classmate Bailey ran up to check, Ashton wasn’t in her room, and two hours later, she still hadn’t shown up. By the time dusk fell, they knew she was gone.

They lit white candles, then laid out tarot cards trying to see into Ashton’s future, but the cards brought little comfort. There was the Fool, marking the beginning of a journey, but the card also represented the Moon, often the symbol of a deep fear. It was then that a stinging rain began to fall. The candles were snuffed out and plumes of black smoke rose. The members of the Lilith Society stood silent and felt grief circle around them. Those who planned to be doctors and lawyers and educators, those who could see the future and read the paths of the birds in flight, were soon drenched to the skin, and they made a mad dash for the house.



It was the second time a graduating senior had simply disappeared, and the women in the society still worried about Claire, one of last year’s two graduating members; those who were close to her often tried to reached her, to no avail. This time the police were notified, something the society rarely did, for they mistrusted authority—for good reason, considering their histories. On this day, however, they had little choice. Despite their talents, not one of them could divine where Ashton had gone. No finder’s spell worked; scrying in a mirror and gazing into a bowl of water revealed nothing. They all had the sight, but when they tried to locate Ashton, they could see only a dark fog, for she had become invisible to their eyes. Some far stronger magic had deterred them, standing between them and the truth.

“She’s meant to be graduating,” Emily Bright said. “Why would she run off?”

Lauren knew that Ashton was failing at least one of her classes due to her many absences. Even more telling, she had left a note in the basket for outgoing mail. Lauren was not above reading other people’s mail, and in this case, she hadn’t been surprised by the heartbroken message she’d found.

I thought you loved me.

At last they stopped waiting and cleared up the soggy mess of the dinner party. The rain had stopped, and the whole world seemed hazy with pollen that turned the hems of their dresses green as they stood in the tall grass. It was no surprise to Lauren that this was what love did when you were betrayed. It left you alone in the dark. It happened more than anyone might imagine. It happened all the time.



A young man had parked his gray, unmarked car on the street across from Lilith House. Billy Healy had made detective early, and although he was good at his job, his expression was one of distrust mixed with sorrow. His eyes were so green it was difficult to look away from him. Many criminals had confessed simply because of the color of his eyes, for it seemed you could tell him just about anything. However his openness was a trick of the light. He kept his emotions shrouded, and he always had. He told himself no one needed to know what a cop wanted or thought, but he had often told himself many things he didn’t exactly believe.

The detective always introduced himself as William Healy, but the name didn’t fit him. Billy was young enough to look like a student when he was on campus. Currently, he was wearing a jacket and a black tie, to adhere to the department’s dress code. He’d come up fast through the ranks, and some of the men he’d passed by on that trajectory were envious and swore his ascent was due to the fact his father had been an admired Cambridge detective. When Billy’s father, Ray Healy, had been a boy, he was part of a study of the causation of crime in Cambridge and Somerville. The academics who conducted the study had come to the conclusion that forty-five percent of boys who had cruel or rejecting mothers turned to crime, but there was no actual proof that these thugs wouldn’t have been criminals anyway. It seemed the study was little more than another way to blame mothers for all that went wrong in a family. There was no attention paid to who these boys’ friends were or what their experience with the police had been or how much the ongoing crime in their neighborhoods had influenced them. Boys grew up, and some of them made it despite their rotten families and friends, and as it turned out, Billy’s delinquent father became the chief detective.

Billy’s father would likely have been impressed by his son’s proper attire had he seen him in his black suit, but Billy himself thought he looked like a funeral director, which made him flush with embarrassment. He raked a hand through his thick, dark hair and did his best not to give away the fact that he was intimidated by Harvard students, including the Radcliffe girls, and especially by this secret society that was not so secret in his household. Billy wasn’t much older than a college student, and he used his youth and his earnest manner when he tried to get information from someone who was afraid to discuss what they’d seen or heard. With women, he was charismatic and with men he was disarming, speaking to them as if he were their brother. He understood people who had secret lives, because he had one himself.

He was let in the door of Lilith House after he explained who he was. The Lilith women stood there in their rumpled white dresses, all crying black tears. They looked like swans in a lake or sparrows on a branch, and Billy thought if he wasn’t careful, if he prodded them with too many questions, they might just fly away. And so he would be cautious where another officer might be harsh, and he certainly wouldn’t put them on the defensive. There were rumors about this place, and Cambridge residents tended to avoid it. Neighbors had filed complaints concerning blue smoke hovering over the roof and bonfires in the yard. Even schoolchildren knew there was something going on behind the metal gate. Don’t go there uninvited, don’t taste the herbs in their garden, don’t knock on their door on Halloween night. Billy’s stepmother had told him it was a historic site, begun long ago by a woman who’d had nowhere else to go and that it had become a home for Radcliffe women who were practitioners. Billy’s stepmother and his half sister practiced the Nameless Art, but this was another level of witchery. The house itself was dark, the shades drawn; all the black roses in the flower beds had blood-red centers. The trees cast shadows all around.

Billy had a knack for finding missing items, whether they be bales of marijuana on a barge in the river or guns hidden under a porch in East Cambridge. At work they called him Lucky Bill, and he was good-humored when it came to their jabs, but he’d certainly never discussed anything personal, not even with his buddies. Every now and then his half sister would look at him and shake her head. “Billy,” she would say mournfully, for she knew him better than anyone. He’d been only four when their parents had married, and five when she’d been born. “Will you never learn?” she asked him.

“What did I do wrong?” he would ask, thinking his sister was finding fault with him, but she’d laugh and say, “It’s not what you’ve done, it’s what you haven’t done.”

That made him nervous, for he was plagued by doubt. “Meaning?”

“You’ve got to be yourself,” she told him.

“Who else would I be?” Billy had joked, walking out to make certain the conversation was ended before either one could say another word, for they both knew the answer to that question. The person his friends and coworkers and drinking pals knew was on the surface. Deep down, he was someone else entirely, someone he saw in the mirror looking back at him, until he walked away.

Now the women from Lilith House gathered around him.

“Were there any signs of unhappiness?” Billy asked. “Were they drinking, or staying out late? You must know something.”

“You’re investigating, you’re the one who should know something about what happened.” Lauren met his glance with her own fierce gaze. He noticed her sharp teeth, the sign of a witch. He never shared the knowledge he’d gained from his mother and sister with anyone he worked with, but it had helped him in the past, and he gathered it would help him now.

“I don’t know anything yet,” Billy admitted. “But I will,” he informed them, which sounded like both a promise and a threat.

He asked for their names, just a matter of protocol, he assured them, nothing to worry about. The girls had a wordless exchange that made it clear they were uncomfortable—Do we want the police to have information about us? Isn’t that how witch-hunters begin? But in the end, they allowed him to write down their names in his notebook. He was most interested in the girl with the sharp teeth and the extra finger on her hand, the pale blond who looked like a fairy sprite. He would have bet she would bite you if you did her wrong. She had written her name in small black letters. Lauren Bell. His heart clattered against his chest, for Bell was a name he knew. He’d heard it in an alleyway, perhaps a year earlier, during a raid on a dark night when he found himself derailed from the pretense of the life he’d created. Don’t disappear, the man had called, but Billy had done exactly that, and ever since he’d been trying not to think about that encounter. He’d done his best to try to forget that wild kiss on the mouth, for a shiver went through him whenever he remembered. What he felt for this beautiful man couldn’t be denied, nor could he deny that it was a crime. He was meant to go after criminals, but according to the laws of Massachusetts, he was one himself. There were men serving time in jail because they’d danced with another man, men whose friends abandoned them when the truth of who they loved had come out.

“If there’s anything you remember that you think I should know about, contact me.” He seemed to be speaking directly to Lauren.

“Yeah. Sure,” she said, as if she ever would. She had been one of the dissenters when it was decided that the police should be notified. Never let the authorities in, never speak to them, never let them know who you are and what you are capable of.

When the detective offered Lauren his card, she wasn’t interested, but the red-haired young woman beside her took it, surprised when she saw his last name. “You must know Maureen Healy. She’s a good friend of mine.”

“Is she? She’s my sister, and you clearly have good taste in friends.”

“I don’t know if that’s necessarily true,” Lauren said grimly. Billy wasn’t quite certain if this girl was insulting Ava or his sister, but she definitely didn’t hold back on her scorn.

“Oh, it’s true,” Billy said. “My sister is the best.”

“Actually my brother, Lionel, is the best,” Lauren responded. “But you’d know that if you knew him.”

“I’m sure he is,” Billy said. “So let’s just say we’re both lucky.”

When the detective left, Ava slipped out to follow him. She wanted to tell him anything that might help them to find Ashton. “I’ve heard that she was in love with the wrong person,” she confided to Billy as they approached his car. “It’s just a rumor, but I thought I should tell you.”

“We’ll find whoever did this,” he assured her. “My advice is to keep the windows and doors locked, and tell your friends not to go out at night alone.”

Ava could always tell when someone was in love, and this detective clearly was suffering from some sort of lovesickness. He was pale and looked as if he might be ill. “You’re looking for someone else as well,” she said.

“Am I?” Billy felt nervous in this red-haired woman’s presence, so he forced a laugh. His sister had told him that some of the women at Lilith House had the gift of sight. It might be the past or the present or the future; she might be seeing the outline of the rest of his life.

“You’ll find him,” Ava said, sure of herself. She thought of all the simple finder’s spells she’d learned.

Billy nodded and thanked her, because whatever she had seen, whatever she knew, he could tell she wished him luck.

It felt as if a witch-hunter had been set loose among them. The women from Lilith House looked at strangers differently now. During the Sunday night meeting in the library, a page of new rules was handed out, prompted by the fear that accompanied Ashton’s disappearance. No walking in the dark. No inviting strangers into the house. No revealing who you are. If you have the eleventh finger intact, wear gloves. Don’t open your mouth wide enough for anyone to see your sharp teeth. Be careful who you speak to. Memorize spells that give you strength, practice divination so you can know your enemy, inside your clothes wear amulets for protection, tiny cloth packets, sewn with black thread, that contain carnelian beads, cloves, rosemary, and rue. The word amulet is derived from the Latin amuletum, a means of defense. There is a malignant force in the world, and those who come after you may cast the evil eye upon you; they can dull your senses and tie you up in ropes. Make certain to knock on wood when you pass a hazel tree. Stand under the moon and let its light fall upon you. No matter what, always have courage.



Even though it was after midnight, and despite the rules, Lauren went for a walk by herself. She never intended to go to Central Square, but she found herself there before she knew it. Carrick was on the cement stoop outside his apartment, having a cigarette.

“That’s bad for your lungs,” Lauren said as she sat beside him. She didn’t give a damn about him, so why was she giving him medical advice?

“So I’ve been told.” Carrick was glad he hadn’t burned the candle she’d given him. Some people believed in forgetting things, but he wasn’t one of them.

“I saw the letter L that I didn’t ask for,” Lauren said. “You knew I’d come back here to find out what it stood for. That wasn’t very fair.”

Carrick shrugged. “What’s fair in this world?”

Lauren took the cigarette from his hand and stubbed it out. “What was the worst thing you ever did?” she asked, daring to be brazen with someone who was little more than a stranger.

“Is that why you’re here? You don’t know anyone else who’s bad? It won’t make you feel any better about yourself.”

“Tell me what you’ve done,” she urged.

“When I went to jail there was no one to look after my brother, Frankie, and he got himself killed.”

“But you weren’t even there, so you couldn’t have been responsible,” Lauren said, hearing the self-blame in his voice. She knew what it felt like to blame yourself, she did it on a daily basis.

“I might as well have killed him. He was riding on top of a bus. It was just a game to him. He thought it would be fun, and it never would have happened if I’d been there. If I hadn’t sold that stupid Harvard kid some pot, Frankie would still be here.”

Lauren gave Carrick a sidelong look. “What kid?”

“That fuck Mather. His father had him followed, and the private detective sicced the cops on me.”

“I know him,” Lauren said. “I can’t stand him.”

“Couldn’t agree more. Entitled son of a bitch.”

“I’m just as entitled,” Lauren admitted. “I grew up on Brattle Street and went to private schools.”

Carrick grinned. “Yeah, but you’re miserable.”

When Lauren laughed out loud, her sharp white teeth showed. He was disgusted by how much he wanted her. He thought he’d trained himself better. Want nothing, and you’ll never be disappointed.

“Jamie’s miserable, too,” Lauren informed Carrick. “If that makes you feel any better.”

“It doesn’t.”

“He should be more miserable,” Lauren said thoughtfully.

“If you want him to pay for that, I could see to it.” Carrick shrugged. “Nothing too terrible.”

“See, I told you,” Lauren mocked. “You’re not bad. Not one bit.” She wished that he were, then he would be what she was looking for, someone who would make her suffer. He was too good for her, that was the problem. He was something she didn’t deserve.

“Yes, I am,” Carrick vowed. He stood up, looming over her, wearing old jeans and boots and a T-shirt spattered with ink and blood. A couple passing by on the way to their parked car gave him a startled look, and when he glared back at them, they walked faster, looking over their shoulders.

Lauren smiled faintly. She stood on tiptoe so she might kiss him. “Not bad enough,” she said sadly. She was certain of it. She had the sight, she knew that he suffered from regret, as she did. There were those who said he was a monster, but in fact he was too kindhearted; he went out of his way for people, checking in on the older people who lived in the apartment across the lane to make certain they had groceries, once a month visiting his brother’s grave at the Cambridge Public Cemetery, where he stood and cursed himself and wished he could roll back time and change what had happened. Lauren had lost faith in people when she was young, and she was certain it would be impossible for her to ever care about Carrick.

“I can be worse,” Carrick told her. “Ask anyone. If that’s what you want.”

“You can’t be,” Lauren said sadly.

Goliath, someone from the neighborhood called out from the street just to taunt him, but the jeering fell flat, as insults do when no one replies. Even though Carrick was still trying to convince Lauren that he was a truly cruel and ruthless man, he didn’t yell back at the name-caller. “I can be terrible,” he still swore, but neither of them believed it, and Lauren was already walking away. “See you,” she said, making sure the words sounded more like a goodbye than a promise.

After all, she was the one who was terrible.

Once she was back at Lilith House, Lauren got into bed without bothering to undress. She didn’t even remove her shoes. She fell into a fitful sleep, dreaming of a monster who hid beneath a wild cherry tree. He was waiting for her, but she stayed in the branches. She went so high that no one could find her. The world was a place in which love could strike unexpectedly at the wrong time, in the wrong place, with the wrong person. If she’d known Carrick’s full name she could have written it on a piece of paper and burned it or hammered three nails through the paper and placed it in a bowl of hot water, and he would no longer have mattered. She wanted him to disappear, but she knew he was still there, sitting on the topmost step on a side street no one walked down after dark, except for the stray cats for whom he set out bowls of food when no one was looking, for if any of his neighbors spied him doing that, they’d get the wrong idea. They’d think he was someone with a heart.



Ava’s suitcase was set beside the door. She and Jamie had decided to defy their parents and remain in Cambridge, and although she hadn’t heard from Jamie for several days, she knew he was often late. Eventually, he’d appear. He’d run down the street, he’d shout out her name, and that would be that. She thought of the story Jamie’s mother had told him, of the wife who had lost her partner who had turned back into a crow, how she’d desperately tried to call him back to her, tying bells and ribbons to a tree. Ava felt more and more akin to the mortal wife whose husband had flown away, never to be found. A story can tell you what to do when you don’t know how to live your life.

On the night before Lilith House was shuttered for the summer, Ava took the keys that were always left in a bowl by the door and went out onto the lawn. She tore her white nightgown into thin, ribbony shreds, then climbed into the hemlock tree, where she tied the ribbons onto the branches and attached the keys. The wind rose and the keys rang out like bells. She sat there waiting until the night was almost through. By then the sound of bells had woken Lauren, who stumbled upon Ava in the hallway as she went to her room.

“He’s not here yet,” Ava said.

Lauren wasn’t surprised. Her grandmother had told her that the Mathers had done something so terrible they could never be forgiven.

“He’ll show up,” Ava said. “I just have to wait.”

Ava lay down on her bed for a moment and fell into a deep sleep. That was when Lauren heard someone calling. She unlocked the front door, certain of what she must do. The scar on her hand flamed red as she stepped outside. There was Jamie Mather, beneath the hemlock tree of a variety that was entirely poisonous, stems, leaves, and bark. All the same, it was a sacred tree, one that could help you get your bearings and provide shelter. Protecting her friend was the only thing Lauren had on her mind. She went out to where Jamie was waiting.

“I have to see Ava,” he said, his tone urgent. Most students had already left for the summer and the city was quiet. Long ago, this had been the time of year when the wolves came close to town, and when that happened, even the iron fences couldn’t keep them out. “I’ve been up in Sudbury all week, arguing with my family, trying to get out of going to Wyoming,” Jamie went on. “I missed a final because of it and had to make it up today.”

He hadn’t bothered to change his clothes, and his long hair hadn’t been cut; his beautiful face was strained with worry. Lauren could see why Ava had fallen for him. He looked like an angel standing there, but angels can be dangerous and dark, and those who have fallen are inclined to inflict pain upon others. Lauren had decided that she would be the one with the sword and shield, the one to dispose of the danger he would cause to Ava. Sometimes being terrible was the only choice.

“I’ve given up on trying to make my parents see the light,” Jamie told Lauren. “I’m staying no matter what. I want Ava to meet me this morning. We don’t need anyone’s permission to stay together. I’ll be waiting in the Common. I just need your help.”

Falling in love with the wrong man could break you in two if you weren’t strong enough. That was likely what had happened to Ashton, and Lauren didn’t want her friend’s heart to be trampled. She’d watched from her window as Ava tied ribbons to the tree, then climbed down in her undergarments, scraping her hands and knees, bleeding for love, becoming a fool. Lauren had never had a friend before, and she intended to protect the only one she’d ever had.

Jamie reached for a notebook in his backpack and tore out a page. He took a pen and quickly wrote down his thoughts. They would run off together. It was time. “Can you give her this?” he asked Lauren.

“Cross my heart,” Lauren promised, easy enough for a woman who was convinced she didn’t have one. “Hope to die,” she said.

Jamie grinned as he awkwardly embraced Lauren. “I won’t forget this,” he vowed as he backed away. Lauren merely nodded, for a promise can mean different things to different people.

When Jamie turned to leave, the ribbons threaded through the branches of the tree unwound, falling to the ground like white birds. You make a choice and there you are, all alone in the dark. Help someone or hurt them, expect the best or the worst, every decision you’ve made will come back to you and change your life. Lauren watched Jamie walk across the grass thinking of all that his family had done to women like them. By the time he was gone, she had already torn the letter in two.
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We can find you in the dark





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Ava found she could manage to erase Jamie from her thoughts while working in the hot sunlight of the vegetable garden in Maine. She wanted to lose him, she wanted him to be gone from her life entirely, so that it would be as if she’d never met him. Hurt me once, and I will forgive you, twice and it will be hard to trust you, three times and I no longer wish to know your name.

Ava’s lack of memory could be brought on by a potion that was known as Nepenthe’s forgetting spell, a balm consisting of a mixture of chamomile, sage, and lemon, which Ava fixed in the kitchen while her parents were out buying new fencing. When she heard them returning from the hardware store, she rushed, and half the mixture spilled onto the floor, and so the spell worked only during the daylight hours. Once the dark came tumbling down and Ava went to bed, she still dreamed of him, and in her dreams, she was running after him, her feet bloody, the crows above her all turning white with grief.

The summer was long and intolerable, and Ava might as well have been a visitor from another planet. Her mother tried to engage her in conversation, asking for details about her life at school, but Ava gave short and to-the-point answers, making certain not to seem too influenced by her experiences at Radcliffe. I know who I am, she wanted to shout. I know why you tied me to a tree so I wouldn’t rise up. Why you told me to avoid the lake. Why you locked me in my room.

She escaped from her parents’ house whenever possible, spending stolen hours in the Genesis Public Library. In reading about their town, she discovered that many of the first settlers of Genesis were thought to have dealings with the devil before they moved north in order to practice their odd beliefs in what was then called the District of Maine, an area that belonged to Massachusetts but was considered to be the dark wilderness. The town was built by a group of nonconformist Puritans who were unorthodox in their practices and did not harshly judge those who weren’t members of their faith. But quarrels began over land, and those who were more traditional won out. After that, women were required to cover their hair under white caps as a sign of modesty, and they were no longer allowed to go out alone on the street, for their bodies were only for the use of their husbands.

Perhaps this was why Ava’s mother insisted she braid her hair and wear modest clothing. Soon the clothes her mother disapproved of went missing, the sleeveless blouses and shorts swiped from her laundry basket and dumped in a trash can behind the house. Ava brought the heap of clothing considered offensive out to the shed, where she folded it all into her backpack to take with her when she left. She was already counting the days.

“If we wished to, we could have you remain here at home and not go back to school,” Ava’s father said one evening. Her parents had obviously been discussing her corrupt behavior. Her mother had recently found her smoking a cigarette from a pack she’d bought at the general store. Another time her father spied her up in a tree with the twelve crows and he’d fired his shotgun into the air to chase them away.

“On what grounds?” Ava sounded sure of herself, but in fact she was trembling. Life in Genesis would be impossible for her now.

“On the grounds that you don’t know how to behave,” her father replied.

“I’ll behave.” A shiver went through Ava. This was the way it felt to tell a lie, as if you could turn the whole world upside down and say whatever they wanted to hear until you could run away forevermore.

“She’ll be a good girl,” her mother told Ava’s father. “She’ll make us proud.”

Ava nodded, but she counted the days until she could leave and for the rest of the summer was terrified that her parents would somehow manage to keep her in Genesis. When the time came, she packed and slinked away before daybreak, leaving a note of goodbye. She ran down the road with Jack at her side, barely able to breathe, wishing she could fly like the crows above her. She had spent so many years as a girl without a voice, but once she was back in Cambridge, she would say whatever she pleased. She would ask questions, no matter what the answers might be. She would go to the library each and every day until she found out more about the witches of Cambridge. She understood that finding the first witch’s letters had not been an accident. Someone wanted her to know her history.

Someone was watching over her.



Jamie slept with one woman after another in Wyoming, even though his actions only served to remind him that he was a cad who took no responsibility for his mistakes. If he spent one night with someone, it was likely he wouldn’t be spending another. He had a way of saying good-bye that made them cry, and yet they didn’t resent him, for he let them see how hurt he had been. It was only for a moment, but it was long enough for them to make no demands on him.

He had been stood up and humiliated. Ava had seen through him, so now he played the part he seemed destined for, that of a selfish brute who occasionally forgot the name of a girl he’d taken to bed and who could use his skill not to have to face what he was doing. He never brought any of these local girls home; they went out into the fields, and afterward he bunked in the stable to avoid his brothers and their wives. He pursued one woman after another, although mostly he didn’t have to do much, merely glance at them, even though he knew they would all wind up despising him, and when they talked about him to their friends, they’d cringe as they said his name. Even the few friends he’d had when he was a boy, guys he used to play baseball with, the ones he’d smoked his first cigarettes with, avoided him and blamed him for his family’s misdeeds, buying up land all around and forcing farmers out. In this summer of his regret, he decided it didn’t matter if his old friends gave him hard looks and didn’t return his greetings, not even with a handshake. He’d slept with their girlfriends and sisters and ex-wives and given them good reason to despise him, just as he despised himself.

Jamie couldn’t believe he’d been fool enough to wait for Ava all night long. She’d never even bothered to respond to his letter. But then who could blame her if she’d decided he was too much for her, too damaged, too reckless, a sinner by nature with a history too dark to accept. He hated that he had turned out to be the very creature his ancestors had loathed more than all others, a being who couldn’t even be properly drowned. He tried again and again in Wyoming, first in a river an hour away, where he did his best to keep his head underwater, which was utterly impossible; he came up sputtering each and every time. He went to the edge of the lake on the Mathers’ property, where he drank a fifth of whiskey before filling his boots with stones to weigh him down. He approached the water like a wild man, running and whooping until he was waist deep. But when he tried to dive in headfirst, the boots fell off his feet and he rose from the water like some gasping, damaged fish, and one of the men who worked on the ranch, an older fellow named Cyrus, linked his arms around Jamie and pulled him out and said, “Man, you really are an idiot. We’ve had two drownings here in the past year. One was drunk and the other was a child, and it seems to me that you might be both.”

When he returned to Massachusetts, Jamie went home to Sudbury for the last weekend of summer and tried again to face his fear of the water. Already swarms of bees were massing as they always did at this time of the year, maddened by the last of the season’s heat and the sweet pollen pooling on flowers and leaves. The asters had begun to bloom in shades of purple and violet, their plum-colored petals trembling in the bright streams of sunlight. Summer was over, but the longing for it remained. Jamie had wandered around the property, past the lawns where his brothers still played soccer, roughhousing with each other as if they were boys and not married men, attorneys who worked for their father and did their best to please him.

Jamie went into the woods with his parents’ Labrador retrievers following along, and as the dogs splashed through the shallows, he thought again about drowning himself. He’d need iron and ropes, just as they used in the old days. He stood by the pond, having decided that his halfling nature would do him no good, and on impulse he unknotted the rope swing from an old oak and tied it around his waist. The dogs raced after ducks, and Jamie stepped into the water after them. He tied himself to a log in the middle of the pond, but the rope frayed and shredded as if bewitched, as if he were meant to swim back to shore, where he cursed himself for being unable to accomplish anything at all, not even drowning.

He returned to the house and traipsed through the rooms, spattering damp earth onto rugs that were three hundred years old, woven from dyed blue silk in China. At dinner he felt as if he were a complete stranger; everyone else had their lives mapped out, aimed toward success. When dessert was served, Jamie excused himself, stating that he was feeling ill, but rather than retreat to his room, he sneaked into the library and had a whiskey, and then another, fairly certain that his father was listing his flaws at that very moment. Yes, he was a failure at school, and at sports, and at love, and at life. But perhaps he was something else as well. Something they didn’t want him to be. He’d taken to stabbing his fingers, to see the ooze of blood that gave him hope he might be more than his father declared him to be. He thought of Ava in the cemetery, how she said they were more alike than he might have imagined. He didn’t feel any magic inside him, but it was there all the same, he simply had to find a way to uncover it. Now he remembered a time when he was a boy and had found a rabbit torn apart by the dogs. It was lifeless, but when he held the poor bloodstained creature, he could feel its heart flutter beneath his touch. It could come back, he thought. What was dead wasn’t necessarily gone. He’d been so astonished, he’d dropped the rabbit on the grass, and when he went to touch it again, it was too late. It had grown stone cold. The scar on his left hand had been throbbing then. It was nothing, a mere bump, just as his mother had reassured him, yet it didn’t feel that way. It felt as though part of him was missing. It felt that way still.



Lilith House was quiet and dark when Ava took Jack out in the morning. That was when she found the paper crow on the porch stairs. Jack was madly yelping, which only served to further confuse her. “What is wrong with you?” Ava asked, following the excited dog down the street. Jack continued trotting before her, headed north, and that was when Ava realized where he was going. She had to run to keep up with him.

The bartender at O’Malley’s remembered her, the girl with glossy red hair accompanied by a dog that was assuredly not like any German shepherd he’d seen before. The dog ran directly to the young man who was drinking himself into oblivion at the end of the bar.

“You drink scotch,” the bartender said to Ava, taking pride in the fact that although he often forgot his wife’s birthday, he never forgot a customer’s drink and he certainly would never forget a redhead.

“I’ll have a Coca-Cola,” Ava said politely. Make us proud of you, her parents had said when she left to return to school. Be a good girl. “No ice,” she called more roughly.

“I see. You’re on the wagon.” The bartender nodded to Jamie, who was watching her through narrowed eyes. “You might want to have a talk about that with your friend.”

Ava claimed the stool beside Jamie’s. There were only two other customers at a rear table, old friends from the neighborhood who were playing checkers and drinking bitter coffee. “It’s eleven in the morning,” Ava said to Jamie. “Apparently, you have no sense of time whatsoever.”

“Meaning?” They exchanged a fleeting look, but that alone was enough to cause Jamie to feel overwhelmed. He ordered another drink; it was a good reason to look past Ava and break away from her judgmental gaze. The deeds of the summer came to him with a rush of guilt. Who did he think he was to treat women as if they were there for his use and nothing more? He’d proved himself to be a Mather through and through.

“Don’t you have anything to say to me?” Ava had a wounded expression on her face. “I waited for you, Jamie.”

“The hell you did.” He seemed in a fury, acting as if she were the guilty party. As his emotions rose, the glass in his hand shattered. There was his magic, wrapped in anger and desire.

“Is that supposed to scare me?” Ava asked.

“I don’t know. It’s scaring me.” He swept the broken glass into a pile.

Ava wanted to say, Be careful. You’ll hurt yourself, but she was still too angry to show her true feelings. “I waited until I fell asleep,” Ava now told him. “You’re the one who left without a word.”

“I asked you to meet me at the Common, but you didn’t show up. I was there all night. I slept on a bench, like a fool.” He reached for his drink and gulped it down. “I waited for you. Obviously, you didn’t give a damn about the note I left.”

Ava felt a chill. There was still the same connection between them. “What note?”

“The one I gave to Lauren to deliver to you.”

Ava thought back to the morning she’d waited so long for Jamie, when she’d woken in despair to see that the white ribbons tied to the tree had fallen onto the ground. Now her Coca-Cola went untouched on the bar, leaving a watery ring on the wood. She felt faint and somewhat dazed, baffled by this turn of events. “You didn’t leave a note.”

“Didn’t I?” Jamie finished his scotch in a single, desperate gulp. It was always his poison of choice.

“Lauren would have told me.” She would have, Ava knew that, and yet her voice trembled. “She’s my friend.”

Jamie laughed cruelly. “So you’re still on her side.”

“No, I’m not. I’m on your side.”

“It doesn’t seem like it. It seems you expected the worst of me and that’s what you’ll believe no matter what.”

“If you were there, you should have come upstairs!” Ava cried.

Jamie shook his head. “This time it wasn’t my fault. I was there, Ava.”

She wished she had stayed out on the porch and waited for him that night and that she’d never gone to bed. Jamie gave her a look that was crushing, and all at once Ava felt she was the one at fault. She should have sat on the stairs until morning, but instead she’d slept and dreamed that she was chasing after him, her feet bleeding. She had believed what Lauren, her one true friend, had told her.

“Why don’t you find out the truth for both of us?” Jamie urged. “Go ahead if you have the courage. Ask her what happened. And then ask yourself why you didn’t wait.”



Lauren returned to her room that day to discover it had been ransacked. Ink was spilled onto the floor, papers were littered across her desk, her precious grimoire had been torn to pieces, with bits of poetry littering the floor. The culprit who’d created the chaos was waiting for her. There was Ava, her hair in tangles, her hands blistered from the efforts of her search.

“What is wrong with you?” Lauren cried as Ava paced through the ruins of her belongings. Lauren crouched down, trying and failing to save her poems. Words were magic, and they had risen from the torn pages. Now they were nothing more than black lines streaked across the walls, the scattered words no longer making any sense.

“Did you think I’d never know?” Ava asked, seething. Lauren flinched, surprised by her friend’s vicious tone. If Lauren had been anyone else, she might have been afraid; she knew that a witch in despair has twice the power to curse you than any other woman who has been wronged. “I want the letter Jamie gave you,” Ava told her. “Did you forget about it, or did you just want to hurt me?”

“You know I wouldn’t want that.” Lauren was flustered and hoped her nerves didn’t show. She’d already bitten her tongue, and there was blood in her mouth. She had been misunderstood, and now she seemed like a villain when she had meant to protect Ava. Wasn’t that what friends did? Step in when they were needed, even if they weren’t called upon. “Why would you ever want it? It was all a pack of lies.”

Ava thought of Jamie at the bar, that hurt look in his eyes. “I want the letter.” Proof of love, proof of betrayal, proof that her friendship with Lauren had been a mistake.

“It doesn’t exist. I tore it in two.” By then Lauren was nearly crying. This was how it happened. Your throat tightened. Your eyes burned. You could hardly catch your breath. “I did it for you,” she said, the sound of her own voice a shock. She seemed a girl again, one who was about to lose something she loved.

“How dare you!” Ava’s eyes were cold, and her tone had turned to ice. She thought of the crow waiting in the tree, turning white with grief, and of his bride on earth, standing just below him, her eyes so filled with tears she couldn’t see that he’d come for her.

The vines growing on the outside trellis were snaking their way through the window; they’d come alive with black and twisted stems and berries the color of blood. They were growing faster all the time, spurred on by the bitter feelings, fed by anger. The scar on Lauren’s hand, which matched Ava’s from when they cut their palms on the night of their initiation, had begun to throb. Red magic, the strongest of all, the purveyor of love and hate, curses and hexes. The shy, guarded girl from Maine had all but disappeared and turned into this. A woman who could wound Lauren straight through to her heart.

“Stop acting as if I meant to hurt you!” Lauren told Ava. “I was protecting you from the Mathers! If anything, you should be grateful.”

“Stay out of my life,” Ava said, her words red and rising. “From now on, don’t come near me.” She had decided that she would scatter salt outside her room to ensure that Lauren stayed far away. She would lock her windows and her door and burn sage and juniper in a brass bowl for protection. If this was what a friend was, Ava didn’t want one.

“I’m already in your life,” Lauren called as Ava turned to leave. “You can’t just cut me off! That’s not how this works.”

But the door had already slammed, and Ava was gone. The vines outside the window had withered, and the glass was cloudy, impossible to see through. This was what happened when you lost someone. Their absence echoed. It rang in your ears. Lauren sank back, remembering why she had lost faith in people. They left you, they deserted you, they didn’t even know who you were. She lifted her arms in a fury, and as she did the black lines on the walls wrapped themselves around her, one letter at a time until she was covered with the letters she’d written into her grimoire. Words were the only things she could trust.

It was already dark, and the air was cold. Fall could trick you; you never knew what the weather might bring, flaring sunlight one moment, black and blue chill that made you shiver the next. Ava was beneath the trees where the crows slept. She planned on setting things right. There wasn’t a minute to waste. She raised her arms, and the world turned red, the leaves on the trees, the roses blooming out of season, the tall grass turning scarlet. Red magic, love magic, the spell that comes from inside your heart, that needs no incantations and no words spoken aloud.

Ava would wait as long as was needed. She would wait all night if she must. She slipped off her dress and stood there in her underwear. She tore the dress into strips and climbed into the magnolia tree to tie the ribbons to the branches. She threaded one thin ribbon of fabric to her door keys and attached it to a branch. In the rising wind, the keys rang out like a bell.

It was a quiet night, and so it was possible to hear the bell chiming for miles, even up in North Cambridge. It was the way love called out to you, in a tumble of red, so that even the stars appeared to be crimson. It was how you found your way to where you were always meant to go. Wait and it will happen. Wait and the truth will be told. Ava saw Jamie running down the street. There was no one else around, not even the bats that usually circled in the half-light. He didn’t stop until he reached the tree, and he lifted himself into the branches as if he were a crow who had fallen in love with a woman who lived on the earth but who knew how to reach the sky.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

It was the time when witch-hunters were hard at work with their nasty business, only now they were in search of Communists and those they considered to be anti-American. Actors, writers, musicians, university professors, politicians, and poets, all were targeted. By November, Dwight D. Eisenhower had been elected president, with Richard Nixon as his vice president, having won with a political platform that concentrated on stopping Communism and the war in Korea, using people’s fears to isolate anyone who might be different. One poet later wrote in a letter, calling to mind another poet’s earlier grief, that their inauguration was the funeral day of all of my hopes and ideals. The progressive candidate Adlai Stevenson had been defeated, and the witch hunt for those who spoke their minds continued.

Citizens were sentenced for unknown crimes, and people did their best to be invisible. Fear can do that. It takes away your strength, a dark enchantment all its own. The Lilith Society no longer met on the Common, where the police often patrolled, or at the cemetery, where guards with flashlights wandered through the dark. At Lilith House, the shades were always drawn, and people spoke in whispers.

Now that Ava refused to have anything to do with her, Lauren stayed to herself. She ate her meals alone and never came to the Sunday meetings, which only four society members attended. On nights when the moon was full, she watched the other women gather on the lawn as if they were nothing more than leaves. Lauren carried her aloneness as if it were a burden that was hers forevermore. And then one day she happened to pass by the Grolier Poetry Book Shop, which had been a fixture in the Square since 1927, a tiny store where beautiful and unusual books were sold and poets gathered in the cluttered space to read from their work. A sign on the door declared No law books, no text books no science books. ONLY POETRY. This was the first store in the city to have a smuggled copy of James Joyce’s Ulysses, banned in most places, along with books by Henry Miller and Anaïs Nin.

Lauren had spent hours looking through volumes of poems at the Grolier, the ink staining her hands, but she’d never expected to see herself there. And yet there she was, a small painting that was the exact image of her face in shades of back and blue, there in the window beside the first editions and the one-of-a-kind private press books. Carrick had taken out the paints he’d stored long ago from beneath the sink. Even though the woman in the painting was far too beautiful to be her, the word conjure had been painted over the woman’s heart. She realized that if she wasn’t careful, she might have something to lose, and she worked a forgetting spell that night so it would be as if she had never walked past the poetry bookshop. She would forget why he had painted her.

That was when she knew that she wanted a man like Professor Sharpe, someone who knew magic, who had something to teach her, one she might desire but would never love. She was convinced they were perfect for one another, and that if she let him get away, she would regret it. She burned a candle down to the pins she’d inserted into the wax and held her hand over the flame until her flesh was singed. She told herself her heart was cold and she needed a man who didn’t care about such things, someone who would never expect her to belong to him heart and soul. In the middle of the night she went to the garden and collected the ingredients that were needed to create a black magic love spell she’d found in the Book of Forbidden Arts, in which the anonymous author had written, I am not responsible for the events that follow your practice. It was to be used with care, if you dared to use it at all. She left it on the professor’s desk, where it looked like nothing more than a bouquet left by an admirer, a gift that brought a smile to his face. He tossed the flowers in the trash, for love was a far-off country to him, one he didn’t intend to visit anytime soon.



After that, Sharpe stared at Lauren when he passed her in the corridor, clearly intrigued. Then one day he leaned down to ask if she wouldn’t mind staying after class. As it turned out, she didn’t mind at all. Lauren had worked a protection spell against falling in love, an amulet made of black cloth sewn with red thread in which there was bits of clove and blackthorn. The professor might be an academic expert when it came to magic, but Lauren knew its everyday uses and had been taught simple spells as a young girl. Return to Sender, Happy Trails Travel, Fall in Love Twice. When asked if she might consider working on his research at the museum, Lauren blushed, for she desperately wanted that position. Emily Bright had been bragging about being chosen as Sharpe’s research assistant this semester, and Lauren had felt spikes of jealousy.

“I wouldn’t want to disrupt Emily’s work,” she said, to be polite.

“She’s gone whether you take the position or not. Unfortunately, she’s not in the least original.” Lauren knew what he was saying: She’s definitely not you. “If you work for me,” he went on, “I’ll help you get what you want.”

“I want Oxford,” Lauren said. “The graduate program in anthropology.”

Eugene Sharpe looked pleased. He had worked in that department for several years before coming to Harvard, and he could easily write personal letters to his old colleagues. “Not a problem,” he said with assurance.

Lauren felt a line of heat through her body just from being near him. The male students at Harvard all seemed like smart, spoiled boys, whereas Sharpe felt dangerous and exciting, a man who wasn’t afraid of the dark. Becoming involved with a man like Eugene Sharpe was not for the fainthearted, and when he leaned in to kiss her, Lauren knew it was a test. Was she brave enough to kiss him back? She backed away and said, “Don’t you think you should ask first?”

The professor laughed at her moxie. She was different from his other students, who did as they were asked. Her youth and slender frame belied how tough she was. “Would you like me to say please?” he asked with a grin.

“No. But you can say thank you later on.”

He unbuttoned her blouse, then was surprised to see her tattoos. She was more interesting than he would have imagined. They smiled at one another. Each was exactly what the other had been looking for. “You are something special. What do these letters spell?” He was studying her as if she were a research project.

“That’s for me to know,” Lauren said.

That evening as she walked along in the dusk, she spied a couple holding hands, and their happiness made her feel old and sad. She would never hold hands with a man like Sharpe. It was kid stuff, and yet Lauren yearned for the joys of young love. She had gotten what she wanted, yet she felt hollow inside. She walked through Harvard Square, stopping at the window of the poetry bookstore. The shop was dark, but she could see her face staring back at her from the window. She felt a pang, which made her turn and run the rest of the way to Lilith House. The professor was right for her. She told herself this again and again. It wasn’t love, and it never would be, but at least he could never break her heart.



From then on, Lauren’s afternoons were spent in the storerooms of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, crouched among collections of bones and amulets, snakeskins and crystals, magic stolen from cultures all over the world. There were bits of hair clipped from a witch’s head, filled with magic and spite, along with the hair of native children forced into government schools. There were talismans carved with names of those magicians and everyday people who had long ago been robbed of their magic and forgotten. The museum cases had been constructed of mahogany and local cherrywood, and all were crammed haphazardly with birds and bones, whole skeletons and chipped pieces, often unlabeled, a mishmash that Lauren was tasked to organize.

Emily Bright had been relieved of her duties as a researcher, and soon afterward, she dropped the class. She became quiet and withdrawn, her face splotchy, her long dark hair tangled and unwashed. If anyone should tap at her door, concerned, she would call for them to leave her alone, and she took special care to avoid Lauren. One day when they ran into one another in the kitchen, Lauren tried to pass by, but Emily stood her ground. “He didn’t care about me, and I doubt he’ll care about you,” she said.

“That’s the difference between us,” Lauren informed her. “I don’t want him to.”



Lauren usually went to the professor’s house late at night, a scarf covering her pale hair so that no one would recognize her. A professor in Sharpe’s position might be spoken to harshly should their romantic situation be discovered, but a Radcliffe student having an affair with her professor would immediately be asked to leave the college. They rarely spoke before they went upstairs to his bedroom. They both favored rituals, which Lauren appreciated. He always lit a black candle before tying her wrists together as if she were an offering. It should have been exciting, it should have been everything she wanted, but Lauren knew she could escape if she wished to. One night, bored of the same old thing, she did exactly that, just to prove what she was capable of. She whispered the words of a spell that many women in prison had spoken three hundred years earlier, and the rope fell away in twisted strands.

Sharpe laughed, impressed. “How did you do that?” He was endlessly fascinated by the magical talent she possessed.

Lauren shrugged. “Abracadabra. More or less.” It had been easy enough to escape. Sharpe had used a thin silk twine, not the sort of heavy, rough rope used on witches when they were tied to chairs and dunked in ponds until they drowned.

Increase Mather had once vowed that the word Abracadabra had no power, and yet it was more ancient than the words in the Bible, said to have originated from the Hebrew phrase ha brachah dabarah, name of the blessed. Just as the world was created by words, so was magic. The first written mention of the word Abracadabra was on amulets worn in Rome by those stricken with malaria in the second century. It was a spoken cure for evil and fire, and during the great plague of London people painted the word above their doorways to ward off disease.

Lauren was allowed to accompany Sharpe to the attic storerooms of the museum, which were off-limits to students. He brought her to the custodial office in the basement of the attached Natural History museum to show her the furnace that had figured in a murder in 1849 when a museum archaeologist killed and burned his benefactor, who was demanding his investment back. The skeleton of the mammoth that the archaeologist had found in the marshes of New Jersey was still in a prominent class case in the museum. Tim Randall the head of the janitorial staff, was told that Lauren should be allowed to enter the museum even when it was closed to the public. He looked uncomfortable with the idea. “I can’t trust a student to have a key. I’m responsible for everything here,” he said hesitantly.

“You’re responsible for cleaning up,” the professor said, pulling rank.

Randall handed over a key so that Lauren could work as late into the night as was needed. He was often there as well, and he intended to keep an eye on her. He didn’t like the looks of her, with her nearly white hair and her arrogant manner. Lauren ignored him from then on. She was too busy to engage in a feud, for she’d found that the storerooms were better than the Bells’ library, better than the magic shop in Provincetown. It was a true treasure trove choked with priceless finds, gems and stones and statues unseen since the time they’d been stolen from other cultures, some older than Rome or Athens. Packed in shredded paper and wedged into cardboard boxes were spoons used to feed the dead, amulets filled with powdered elk horn, and river stones. There were Iron Age skeletons and the bones of horses from Slovenia and Bronze Age bowls from Mesopotamia used to call spirits. When Lauren held up a bowl and ran her fingers around the edges, she could hear distant voices.

“You’re not afraid of black magic?” Sharpe asked.

“Do I look like I’m afraid?”

“You should be, Lauren. The farther you go down the Crooked Path, the higher the price you have to pay.” He smiled at her, and she saw why he had such a large fan club. “I’m warning you,” he told her.

“Will I pay a price?” Lauren said.

Sharpe kissed her then, so deeply that if she’d been another woman she might have fainted. “We all do,” he told her before he kissed her again. “That’s lesson number one.”

When Lauren went home she decided to test to see whether Eugene Sharpe was the man for her based on an enchantment that had once been discussed at the Sunday meeting. She boiled an egg, removed the white and the yolk, and filled the shell with salt. After she ate it, she went to bed, so that her true love could appear to her in her dreams. She realized she was thirsty, so thirsty she couldn’t bear it, and then she saw Carrick in her dreams. He was there, sitting on the steps outside his studio, with a glass of water in his hands. This is what happens when you eat salt, he told her. You can’t tell the difference between the truth and a lie.



Every day at the museum, Lauren unpacked cartons and itemized all that they held, listing the death axes, and potion bottles, and a clutch of rings to be worn on every finger that were sharp as knives. There were dolls with human hair, set to resemble both those who were beloved and those who had been cursed. When handling these artifacts, Lauren made certain to wear black cotton gloves of the sort she slipped on when she read the poisonous green grimoires in the Bell family library. She wrote detailed descriptions, focusing on dating the objects found in the Ural Mountains, appropriated and taken from their rightful home to Harvard in the 1920s. When she was alone after hours, she found herself gently holding each artifact and feeling its essence. A woman who had been cursed by her husband’s first wife. A mother who had begged for the life of her child. A man who was thought to turn into a wolf and kill young girls. A star that had fallen from the sky and terrified a city and a people.

Some of the pieces were so filled with sorrow that Lauren packed them up, for it was better for them not to be displayed. A bow used to shoot heretics, beads belonging to a queen who was tortured and cast away, a lamp to light up the nights when witches were walked to their deaths.

“You’re almost too good at this,” Sharpe said thoughtfully when she handed in her first report.

“I’m good at everything,” she informed him, but it wasn’t true, and she knew it. She wasn’t any good at love.



Lauren wore Chanel’s cherry-red lipstick when she went to see Carrick. Red lipstick had been worn in ancient Egypt and could be traced to prehistoric times; it was a spell that signified women’s rights and their sexuality and had originally contained fish scales, crushed insects, and gemstones, an erotic red potion of love and faith. She wanted him to do as she wished, no questions asked.

She reached the alleyway in Central Square and knocked. Carrick wrenched the door open, intending to shout at whoever had come to annoy him, but as soon as he saw who his visitor was, he backed up and allowed Lauren to come inside. People in the neighborhood said something had happened to him lately. They whispered that monsters always withdrew from the world sooner or later, so it made sense that he was rarely seen at the local market or in the seedy bar on Mass Ave he’d frequented in the past, where he sat at a rear table in the dark, drinking beer.

“Let me guess. You need more letters,” Carrick said. “For your writing.”

Lauren frowned. “What makes you think you know what I want?”

“You’re in love with words, what else would you be doing?”

“I’m not in love with anything,” Lauren insisted. She seriously hoped the love potion wouldn’t accidentally open as it rolled around in her purse. She’d been a fool to think of using it. Having someone be in love with her would only be a bother, one she was sure she would tire of within hours. She took out her new grimoire and asked Carrick if he could decorate the cover.

“You’re writing a book?” he asked.

“More or less,” she told him. “I intend to put everything I know into it.”

“You’ll need a bigger book,” Carrick said. All the same, he agreed. It felt like an honor to be asked to do so.

The kitchen counter was strewn with art supplies. It was mayhem, but he knew what he was looking for. He had wooden blocks of the alphabet carved in different fonts and he immediately set to work on the book.

“I saw your painting in the window of Grolier’s,” Lauren said.

“I had it with me when I looked around the shop, and they asked to display it. They may know a lot about poetry, but they know nothing about art.”

“They know,” Lauren said.

She watched Carrick, marveling at the delicate work he could accomplish. When he handed her the book, gold letters had been stamped into the dark blue leather. He’d known the word she’d wanted. Magic. She tried to pay him, but he refused. “Don’t come back,” he said.

“I’m not planning to,” Lauren told him. It hurt to say those words, but they needed to be said all the same. He might be a man who was falling in love, which was the last thing she wanted. That’s what she told herself. That’s what she believed. So why did she feel a flush of panic? Why did she force herself to look away from him? She’d made sure to wear long sleeves so he couldn’t see the indentations from ropes on her wrists. Her collar was up in an attempt to hide the bite marks on her throat. “I’m involved with someone anyway.”

Carrick nodded. He was observant, as artists are. He’d also seen the marks on her throat. “I get it. You found someone to treat you badly. Maybe that will make you happy.” He lifted his eyes to meet her gaze. “Though I doubt it.”

“Yeah, well, you won’t be happy either,” Lauren said.

“I don’t expect to be,” Carrick said. “I just wanted you to be.”

Lauren instantly regretted insulting him. Carrick looked so hurt, and he was already hurt enough. She reached out to formally shake his hand, but when she did, he drew her to him. His hand was big and callused and stained with gold ink. She could never use a potion on him. She would never have to.

“Don’t come back unless you can tell me the word I’m looking for,” he told her.

Carrick let go of her, then opened the door, gesturing for her to leave. When she stayed where she was he said, “Is there something you’ve forgotten?”

It wasn’t forgetting that made her hesitate, and so she shook her head. She turned from him and went down the steps, walking through the alley. The truth was, she didn’t want to leave him. Standing there in his doorway, she had remembered who she’d been before she climbed into a cherry tree on the darkest night of her life. She was still that same girl, whether or not she wanted to admit it.

She had a heart after all.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Ava stumbled upon Emily Bright sprawled on the bathroom floor, her hands drawn over her face as she tried to hide her tears. It was the height of spring and blooming lilacs were just barely visible in the violet-tinged dusk. People all over the city were afflicted with spring fever. They made irrational choices they would never have made in the dead of winter. It was the season of love affairs and failure, of mistakes that had already been made and those that were about to happen.

“Please don’t look at me,” Emily whispered, embarrassed to be caught sobbing. It was her senior year, and she should have been out with friends or at the library or at a café; she should have been planning for her future. Instead, she was hiding out in the bathroom in a torrent of tears. Ava brought her some tissues and sat down beside her.

“I’m an idiot,” Emily said. “I fell for the wrong person.” She looked brokenhearted and wounded to the quick. “Now he’s seeing someone else.”

“Love is tricky,” Ava said.

“It wasn’t love. I know that now. Professor Sharpe let me go from my research position once he was done with me. I’m nothing to him.” Emily’s face took on a darker cast. “All I can say is I can see through Lauren now. Take my advice, don’t trust her.”

“What has Lauren got to do with this?” Ava asked. They hadn’t spoken to one another since the night Ava stormed out of her room to climb the tree and right what Lauren had wronged.

“He’s hers now, and, frankly, she’s welcome to him.”

Lilith House members pledged not to use magic for greed or self-interest, but now that Ava thought of it, she hadn’t ever heard Lauren recite the vow they all took at Sunday meetings. Not even once.

“Don’t worry,” she told Emily. “You’ll find someone better. Someone who values you.”

“I’m well rid of him,” Emily said in agreement, though her voice was cracking, and she was clearly hurting. “Let her have him. They can both go to hell as far as I’m concerned.”

Ava wanted to say, You can’t make someone love you, any more than you can make them be loyal to you, but it was clear that Emily was on the brink of falling apart. Oddly, when Ava looked inside Emily, she couldn’t see a bit of her future, only the foggy darkness of the present. Surely there was a cure for this, and perhaps friendship would do the trick. “I’ll fix us some tea,” Ava offered. “Jack and I can stay in your room tonight if you’d like. There are times when everyone needs company.”

“Thank you, but no. I’m fine,” Emily said.

All the same, when Ava left the bathroom, she could hear that Emily was still crying. Hoping to release Emily from a love that had clearly gone wrong, Ava went to the garden for basil and lavender, healing plants used for breaking love spells, but when she returned to the house, Emily was gone.



That year the wisteria didn’t bloom. The leaves curled up and the buds fell to the ground before they opened. The flowers of this twisted vine could be fatal to humans and animals, as often the most beautiful things were. Lauren didn’t notice that the hundred-year-old wisteria that wound along the porch of Lilith House was bare. She didn’t notice the dead leaves scattered on the lawn. She didn’t glance at Ava when she passed her in the hallway or try to heal what had gone wrong between them. She was in a world of her own, consumed with researching artifacts in the storage rooms of the Peabody Museum. She had begun to practice the ancient magic she found, writing the spell work into her grimoire, reciting curses that hadn’t been spoken aloud for centuries. That was what had happened to the wisteria; it had been caught up in a curse that was a thousand years old. I take my life force from you. I refuse to give it back. I grow, while you fail to do so.

The further Lauren went down the Crooked Path, the more the darkness engulfed her. The house itself seemed built of shadows, jinxed by both sorrow and regret. The tap water went cold when someone was in the shower, and the lights flickered, and they often heard footsteps on the roof, as if a spirit had settled in above them. They were being haunted, and they didn’t dare to tell their parents, for fear they’d be hauled out of school. Ava said nothing, but she knew exactly who was behind the sudden onslaught of mysterious happenings. Practice black magic and the world gets darker; things go amiss, people get hurt. A left-handed practitioner usually kept to herself, and Lauren no longer visited Brattle Street, avoiding Lionel, who she knew would divine as soon as he saw her that she had gone over to the dark side. She had become the sort of woman witch-hunters most wanted to burn, the kind in the storybooks that witches despised, a witch who walked at night and did as she pleased no matter the consequences.



Lionel hadn’t seen his sister for so long, he decided to track her down. He followed a compass, which directed him to the museum, and stumbled upon Lauren in a storeroom. She’d been digging through a box that hadn’t been opened in over a hundred years, and her hands were coated with scarlet-colored ocher, a powder used for funerals in Alexandria. It was the element made of iron oxide used in funerary rites in the Paleolithic age in Europe and, as far back as the Stone Age, found in graves. And it was said to be used in an attempt to give blood back to the dead, decorating corpses in cultures around the world, so it was often called bloodstone, for it symbolized bloodlines and deep attachments. Lauren looked up and blinked when her brother appeared.

“Oh, Lauren.” Lionel sank down to sit beside her on the floor, shocked by her appearance. She was clearly obsessed with her work. Her hair was tangled, and her black dress was wrinkled and worn. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“It’s not what you think it is,” Lauren told him. But wasn’t it? She’d been concentrating on an ancient weather spell written in stone, and while the sky outside thundered, she’d bitten through her lip, leaving her mouth as red as a rose. She hadn’t washed her hair for a week and had on the same clothes she’d worn the day before.

“You need to be careful.” Lionel had read his sister’s tarot cards, and the King of Wands was in her future, a visionary figure that could easily take over your life if you let him. There had also been the Knight of Cups, a more positive card, symbolizing falling in love at first sight, for this was a knight ruled by his heart, not his head.

As they readied themselves to leave the storeroom, Lionel insisted that his sister clap the red dust from her hands. “That stuff is for the dead, not the living,” he told her.

Funeral powder didn’t disappear easily, and when Lauren clapped her hands the ocher formed a whirlwind that left magenta-colored specks on her face. Lionel hovered, concerned. He could feel a twist in Lauren’s fate; it was bitter and stank of fire and smoke. He could see inside her, even though she was doing her best to keep him out of her mind. All the same, he knew she’d become involved with the wrong person. “You should save yourself for someone who cares about you.”

“Don’t be an old fogey,” Lauren told him.

Lionel spied a bruise on his sister’s arm. Witches didn’t bruise easily, but there it was. “I’m seriously worried about you.”

Lauren kissed his cheek. “Thank you, my brother. There’s no need.”

“And what about Ava? Has she disappeared from your life?”

“For now,” Lauren said. “Maybe forever.”

“A good friend cast away can only bring sorrow,” Lionel said, repeating a saying of their grandmother’s.

“And a bad friend brings disaster,” Lauren said right back.

She taped closed the box of artifacts, which contained sharply chiseled stones from ancient Persia that had been used for initiation rituals and left on graves. Some had dark streaks of blood, and the scent of lilies emanated from others. Lauren could feel the essence of the women whose blood had been spilled, witches with so much power they’d had to be tied up with twenty ropes to contain them. She locked the storeroom door, and they went out into the damp green air. Leaves turned to ash. Bird fled the trees. Lauren knew her brother would be alarmed if he became aware of deep attraction to the left-handed side, but her life was her own, and her mistakes were her own as well.

“I’m fine,” she swore. “Trust me.”

It was only after they’d said goodbye that Lauren noticed there was still red ocher spotting her dress and jacket, as if she was being prepared for her funeral rites. She could spy white figures in the trees, as if the spirits of women who’d been sacrificed long ago were trying to tell her something. Every one of them was spattered with red ocher; they were women who’d been abused and ruined and left to call out from the trees. Lauren ran all the way to Lilith House, and she didn’t look behind her. She didn’t scare easily, but she was frightened now. Once at the house, she quickly found her way to the bathroom, where she stripped off her stained clothes. She had a panicky feeling. It was the way she’d felt on the day of her parents’ funeral. She stood in the shower for so long the water grew cold and she shivered, but still she stayed and let the water run. By the time she was done, she’d left scarlet splashes of water on the wall: red magic. Love, attraction, sex, passion, betrayal. The best and the most dangerous magic, which can bring you all that you want or destroy you completely. Even when she had toweled herself dry, red magic was everywhere.

Look in the mirror, see the truth about yourself, you can try to hide it all you want, you can sit in the trees, you can pretend you don’t care, but you have a heart. It’s been there all along.



Emily Bright had disappeared without a word to anyone. The members of the society set lanterns in the windows and stayed up until dawn; they searched the streets and Radcliffe Yard and didn’t find a trace, not a book, not a button, not a note. When Emily’s family came for her belongings they wept and blamed Lilith House. They called it a cursed place, and said no one should come to live there. They phoned the parents of the girls who had been chosen to be initiates in September and told them Lilith House wasn’t safe, and if they were smart they would have their daughters board at South House.

Those who remained set out a spell for protection. Elm, ivy, birch bark, tears, blood. They would not walk alone at night or leave their windows open or stay alone at the library after hours, following the detective’s orders. They would not look for darkness, and they vowed not to embrace left-handed magic. They’d plucked the black roses in the garden and ground the petals into a paste to add to their tea as a charm of protection.

Billy Healy had taken to parking his car across the street, just to keep an eye on the place. Rumors were swirling. Lauren noticed that he was often staring at her window, and one evening she decided to have it out with him. She recognized a lovestruck man when she saw one, moody and handsome behind the wheel of his unmarked car. She opened the passenger door and got in beside him.

“Are you in love with me?” she wanted to know.

“What?” Billy laughed out loud. “No!”

“Are you sure? Because you’re sitting out here staring at my window.”

“Absolutely sure. Never been surer of anything.”

Lauren flushed with embarrassment, rattled that her sixth sense had been wrong. She could have sworn he was a man in love. “Well, good,” she said.

She went about her business and forgot about him, but later in the week she looked over her shoulder while walking to the Square, and there he was, half a block behind her. She quickened her pace, and so did he. She hid behind a mailbox, and when he walked past, she jumped out.

“I knew you were following me.” Lauren tilted her face, shading her eyes with her hand so she could study his expression. “There must be a reason.”

“I just want to find out what happened to your friends,” Billy said. “You can trust me, Lauren.”

“Why should I?” she said flatly.

“Because I know what you are.” He’d seen her sharp teeth, and the way leaves fell from the trees when she walked by. His mother and sister practiced the Unnamed Art, and his sister’s teeth were quite sharp as well. He didn’t talk about it, it wasn’t his business, but he knew.

“What I am is a Radcliffe student,” Lauren informed him. This conversation wasn’t at all what she had expected. “Class of ’fifty-four.”

Billy laughed. “You’re a little more than that.”

“You have no idea who I am,” Lauren told him.

She was headed toward the café, and Billy continued to shadow her. Sitting before them was Lionel, the reason Billy had followed Lauren. The rescue dog Houdini was at Lionel’s feet, as always.

“This is my brother,” Lauren said, gesturing to Lionel. “The doctor.” She nodded at Billy. “This is the detective who’s been following me.”

“Not a doctor quite yet.” Lionel said, his eyes on Billy.

“This is a surprise,” Billy said.

“Is it? Or did you plan it? You were trailing my sister.”

Billy flushed and tried to catch the attention of a waitress. “I’m here for a coffee,” he said.

Lauren was caught off guard by their rapport. Surely these two inhabited very different worlds, yet they spoke as if they knew each other well. “Have you two met?”

“We have.” Lionel lifted his glass to Billy. “In gratitude.”

“I haven’t arrested him a few times,” Billy admitted. When Lauren still looked baffled, he added in a low tone, “At bars.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you arrest anyone.” Lionel was clearly delighted to see him; there was a grin on his face. “Are you sure you’re really a cop?”

Billy shrugged. “It’s a stupid law. People should be allowed to love who they love.”

They sat at a rear table, in a dark corner, and after they’d ordered espressos, Lionel took out his tarot cards. He knew he would have one true love. He’d known it the moment he’d first seen Billy.

“Shall we take a look?” he said. “Let’s see if we can know a bit more about what’s going on with the girls who are missing.”

Billy said nothing, for he was beset by nerves, wondering what the cards might reveal. He was afraid that Lauren would see she’d been correct about him all along. He had fallen in love with someone, just not the person she’d thought.

The very first card drawn was the death card, signifying endings of all kinds. “Where we end, we also begin,” Lionel said. “It seems the missing are related. All have gone to the same place, or have disappeared for the same reason.”

Lionel turned over the Fool, what some would claim was the most powerful card, the protagonist of the story, the one who was on a journey, but who among them was that central character? And which among them would know what the fool knew? Mania, intoxication, folly, frenzy, betrayal. It was quiet in the back of the café, and it grew quieter still as they all concentrated on the cards. Next was the Two of Wands. Trust in yourself. Trust who you are. Trust who you always will be.

“They took the wrong path.” He looked up at Billy. “I see that you have a choice to make as well. Choose the right path and you might find everything you’ve been looking for, Detective.”

Billy immediately looked unnerved. “I think I’ll find some milk for this coffee. It’s too strong.” He stood and went to the counter.

“There’s something between you two,” Lauren said thoughtfully. “I knew he was here for his own reasons.”

“Don’t read my mind.” As children they could answer one another’s unspoken questions, but they weren’t children anymore.

“I don’t have to read your mind, it’s right there every time you look at him. You’re the one making a mistake. He’s a police officer, Lionel. That could be a huge problem.”

They gazed at Billy as he stood at the counter.

“It already is,” Lionel said. “He’s the one.”

Billy looked back at Lionel from across the café. He thought he’d never seen a man as handsome or as brilliant; he was a shining star who seemed to exist without any fear of who he was. Billy wondered then if he should walk out the door. His job meant everything to him, so why on this evening did it seem not to matter in the least? In that alleyway where he’d kissed Lionel he hadn’t been thinking, his adrenaline had been pumping, there were sirens wailing in front of the club. If one of his brother officers had happened to open the back door of the club and walked into the alley, he would have been finished. It wouldn’t be just snide remarks, which were sometimes tossed his way because of his good looks and the notion that he was riding on his father’s coattails; it would be the end of his career. On the night he’d met Lionel, he’d gotten into his car in a daze, then set off along Route 2 toward Concord merely to drive. Some decisions are easy to make, they’re as simple as this: Do you allow yourself to be who you are, or will you hide yourself away forevermore?

When Billy returned to the table, Lauren was gone.

“My sister had an appointment,” Lionel said. It was a blatant lie, and they both knew it. Lionel had asked Lauren to leave, and she’d done so, though she’d warned him to be careful.

“You got rid of her,” Billy said, flattered.

“I did.”

Billy and Lionel walked out together, their shoulders touching, their hearts beating fast. Houdini trotted beside them, quiet as always, grateful merely to have been rescued from his cage in the lab. They got into Billy’s car, and went to park behind the Harvard Stadium. The outside world dissolved as darkness fell. They had entered into a dream, but it felt real enough. Lionel pulled away and looked at Billy searchingly, hoping for something he didn’t quite see. Billy’s eyes were guarded; perhaps detective work had done that to him. Police departments, along with the state and federal government, had been rooting out public servants who were thought to be immoral. The Lavender Scare went hand and hand with the Red Scare, one to dispose of those who were left leaning, the other to root out people simply because of who they loved. The hearings in Washington were going after homosexuals, insisting they were untrustworthy, for they could easily be blackmailed, and belonged in prison for the laws they broke. The result was an executive order by President Eisenhower that included “sexual perversion” as reason enough to terminate employment by the federal government.

“Knight of Pentacles,” Lionel said. “That was what I saw when I read my own cards.”

“Who is that?” Billy said.

“It’s you.” The Knight of Pentacles was the hero who always thought before he acted, who could always be depended upon, who was patient and kind and cared for others more than he cared for himself.

“I can’t be who you want me to be,” Billy said. “Just as long as you understand that.”

At this very moment, Billy was missing drinks with the guys he worked with over in Central Square, and they’d likely laugh and say he was always one to disappear. Before the Lilith House incident he’d intended to act as if he didn’t know Lionel if they ever met on the street; he would continue to be fixed up on blind dates with the sisters and cousins of his buddies on the force, and it would never work out for one reason or another, and he would go to bed early and sneak out late, telling his mother and sister there was no one special in his life, even though they clearly knew the truth about him.

“That’s fine,” Lionel told him. “You don’t have to be anyone else. Just be you.”

Billy left his car around the corner from the Bells’ house to ensure it wouldn’t be spotted; then they walked toward the hedges. He kept his distance, though it wasn’t what he wanted to do. He wanted to be even closer. “I don’t think I belong here,” he said with a laugh.

He used to drive down Brattle Street late at night with his high school friends and toss beer bottles over the gates of the high-and-mighty residents with their perfect lawns and their perfect lives. Sometimes during the holidays they’d break into houses and take what they wanted; they’d open bottles of whiskey and sprawl on the velvet couches and talk with haughty accents and leave behind a mess. He’d never noticed this particular house, for it was well hidden behind the hedges. There was a tumble of roses, and the weeds were high.

“I’m hardly ever home,” Lionel said, to explain why such a splendid house had a ramshackle appearance. “I’m usually at the hospital. I just pop by to make sure Houdini is walked and fed, and then I let him take over the couch. I should find him a proper home, but he seems happy enough to hang out with me.”

They went into the kitchen, where Lionel fixed them drinks, but Billy didn’t touch his. He listened to Lionel recount his experiments with lysergic acid, illegal as far as Billy knew, and how he had tried to go as far inside his mind as possible, how he had a gift called the sight, which allowed him to see into other people with compassion, a valuable trait for a physician. He was interested in the spirit and how the soul was affected by experience and genetics. That was why he had decided to specialize in psychiatry.

“So you can study what’s wrong with people like us?” Billy said with a laugh.

“Nothing is wrong with people like us” was Lionel’s response. “I think you know that.”

If Billy stayed, anything could happen. Lionel laced his fingers through Billy’s. He knew what Billy was thinking.

“Don’t leave,” he said. “That’s what you did last time.”

In the alley behind the club, Billy had felt compelled to turn and run. But now it was already too late; it had been since he walked through the door. He followed Lionel upstairs, a guest in a house he never would have imagined he would be invited to visit, on a night when he would do exactly as he pleased, when he was not an officer of the law or a brother or a son, but only himself, a man who was already falling in love.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

There were times when it seemed that Lauren was merely a subject for Professor Sharpe to study, a beetle trapped under glass or a butterfly pinned to a mat, an artifact the professor cupped in his hand, red-stained from ocher, blue and black with ink. The professor liked her to sit on his bed without any clothes on, as if her nakedness revealed her to be a relic, a living piece of art stamped with black letters, an object that belonged to him. It wasn’t love, they both knew that, but it was something, desire mixed with magic. He wanted her body and she wanted his knowledge. It was a trade-off, and it should have been equal, yet Lauren felt as if she were a creature in a sideshow, an unholy zoo, where long ago many of the museum’s living exhibits had found themselves when they were no longer of use to the academics. Men from other cultures were placed into human zoos, kept behind bars, or trapped in glass enclosures. One of the men who had been enslaved in the museum’s zoo had killed himself when he could no longer abide being classified as less than human.

“Tell me everything,” Sharpe said.

Clearly he had his suspicions, for he wanted to know if she ever woke to find there was blood in her mouth. What happened when she pricked her finger or when she was dunked underwater? Lauren skirted the professor’s inquiries and did her best to ignore his prying. Although she had no desire to be emotionally open, she continued to find Sharpe fascinating. He confided that although anthropology was the study of humanity, he believed it was possible for men to become more than mortal. The Greeks and Romans had believed that men and women could become gods by chance or by luck, their fates changed by marriage or by the consequences of their own deeds. Perhaps they could transcend human nature and become divine. Perhaps black magic could triumph over science and medicine and elevate humans to the next step of consciousness. That was what Lauren wanted, a man who wasn’t afraid of the Crooked Path. Still, when he asked if she might like to accompany him on his summer research trip, she said it would be impossible.

“You wouldn’t only be a cook and a note-taker,” Sharpe promised, but Lauren feared she would become a version of the Shakespeare professor’s wife, hovering in the kitchen, fixing snacks and laughing at her husband’s hapless jokes, taking notes for him and hiding her own brilliance. “You’ll always be more.” He grinned and looked her up and down, then shocked her when he said, “I can always tell who’s a witch. It’s obvious, really, if you know what to look for.”

“Don’t be silly,” Lauren was quick to say.

“Did you think I didn’t know?”

“Are you trying to insult me or give me a compliment?” Lauren asked in what she hoped was a lighthearted tone.

“I’m your teacher, not the other way around,” Sharpe said. “Don’t treat me like a fool.”

“I would never do that.” Lauren spoke calmly, but her heart was pounding.

Sharpe seized her around the waist and reached to put one finger in her mouth. “There they are,” he said when he felt her sharp teeth. “There’s some proof.”

Lauren wrenched away. “It’s only proof that I needed braces and never had them.” She hadn’t wanted love, but this was more than she’d bargained for. “Anything else is your fantasy.”

“Is it?”

Sharpe laughed as he reached for a ritual knife. That was when Lauren backed away. No one knows where I am. No one will find me. But he wasn’t after her. Instead, he slashed his own hand. And there it was. His blood was black. The same blood all witches shared.

“Now do you believe me?” Sharpe asked.

“You can’t be one of us,” Lauren said. She’d said too much, and she knew it. They were to tell no one. Fly together, she told herself.

“I’m something more. Something I’ve created.”

“But how?”

“Does it matter? I have what you have three times over.”

Sharpe didn’t look as handsome as usual. He looked drawn and cold and distant. He certainly didn’t look young. He had the skill to do the impossible, a skill he wasn’t about to share. On a shelf above the bed there was an ancient sculpture featuring a creature with a lion’s body, a snakelike tail, and wings, meant to keep curses away. There were also two clay dolls locked in an embrace, and now, when she looked closely, Lauren realized that the man resembled Sharpe and the woman had pale hair, like hers. They were spite dolls used to place a hex. No wonder Lauren had been drawn to come here every night, even when she would rather have stayed home in her own bed. It was a mistake to be here, one she would likely regret, for as she stood there she wished that she were in Central Square, knocking at another man’s door.

“I’m serious about you,” Sharpe said.

“Don’t be,” she said.

“I want you to be mine.”

He looked at her as if he owned her, as if she belonged in a glass case, there for him alone. When he went to the kitchen for some scotch, Lauren pulled on her undergarments and sweater, nearly falling as she stepped into her skirt. She certainly didn’t wish to belong to someone, to write their notes or edit their papers, to be tied up in knots and pretend she was weak. He couldn’t be one of them, for it was clear he placed himself above them.

Lauren ran all the way to Lilith House. She wished she could walk through the closet door and slip into Ava’s room and ask her what to do next. She wished she had a friend who would stand by her no matter what mistakes she might have made. Since that wasn’t an option, Lauren quickly prepared a mixture of salt and vinegar, which she downed to expel any evil that might have entered her through Sharpe. Afterward, she went to the garden to collect brambles and bird bones, to which she added dirt from the cemetery, hawthorn leaves, and nail clippings. She took out a brass incantation bowl she’d borrowed from the museum, one that a priestess had used a thousand years earlier. She recited the incantation that was written around the edge of the bowl, meant to drive out evil spirits.

Awaken, demons who lie here, and seek him out.

The smoke that rose was acrid and black, and after she opened the window, the spell moved across yards throughout Cambridge, and women who had been in love with the wrong men packed their suitcases and loaded up their cars. They didn’t bother to say goodbye. They ran through the streets, knowing if they wished to leave, it was now or never. It was the night of their release, and they sat in coffee shops and diners, and in the morning they bought bus tickets, they called old boyfriends or brothers to help them, or they simply left town, because Cambridge no longer seemed safe.



Every night thereafter, Lauren spilled salt on her window ledge and wore amethysts for protection. She stayed in, avoiding the professor, borrowing notes for his class from other students. Still, Lauren sensed his presence nearby. She found black stones in odd places, on the porch and on her windowsill, and along the paths of the Radcliffe Quad. Dead birds were left on the porch, and leaves fell in clumps and shriveled into black dust as if they had never been alive. One evening when she wasn’t paying attention as she walked home from the square, Lauren looked up, and there he was, waiting for her on the lawn of Lilith House. She whispered the words of a banishing spell, but it didn’t drive him away. When she tried to walk past him, he blocked her way.

“I thought you might invite me in. I’ve always wanted to see the house. My research revealed it once belonged to an old witch. If we dig up the yard, I’m sure we would find her treasures.”

“Unlikely.” Lauren was doing her best to sound like her usual fearless self, but it wasn’t working. She felt cold right through, as if she’d been frozen by his glance. “There’s only mud in the garden with roots underneath. And just so you know, we’re not allowed to have male guests. Only women.”

Sharpe had a bottle of scotch with him. He’d added a potion that made it impossible for Lauren to resist him. “Let’s have a drink,” he suggested. He walked closer, so close she could hear his heart. It was off-kilter, the rhythm too fast.

Lauren knew that anything he offered would lead to a dark enchantment. “I’ve stopped drinking,” she told him.

“I’m serious about you coming with me this summer.” Of course her name wouldn’t be on the paper he would write, and only the male students would be listed as assistants, but she would be the one who would sleep in his tent.

“I should have told you. I have a boyfriend.” It was a lie, though it was Carrick she had in mind. She remembered his promise to go after whoever threatened her with a baseball bat, and frankly she wished he was nearby.

Sharpe cocked an eyebrow, amused. “Women like you don’t have boyfriends.”

“Well, I do,” Lauren said.

“Something tells me he’s worthless. Why else have you been spending nights with me? I’m the one,” he said. “You know it.”

When Sharpe seized her arm without warning, Lauren felt as if she could be broken, and she winced as she pulled away. “Would you like me to report you to the dean?” she said.

“Maybe I should report you. Between the two of us, I’m the one they’ll believe.”

Lauren was incredulous. Bad men always wanted to be perceived as the wronged party, and here he was, playing the victim. “Report me for what?”

“I could say cheating. Your exam answers were so perfect it was clear they were taken from my files. I caught you in my office, that’s why you would try to discredit me.” He was holding her as close as he did when she was in his bed. She felt like a fool, she felt like a woman who’d walked into a trap.

That’s what Ava saw as she returned from the library. Lauren was always fearless, but she was tiny, and she didn’t seem fearless now. Jack growled low in his throat, then took off running toward the two figures on the lawn, with Ava chasing after him. Jack leapt on Sharpe, and once he’d sent him sprawling on the ground, he remained poised over the professor, growling. Ava ran over to grab Jack, and Sharpe scrambled to his feet.

“How dare you?” he shouted at Ava. “That dog should be put down!”

“You should go,” Ava said. “I won’t be able to hold him back much longer.”

“I think it’s best if you drop my class if this is the way you plan to behave,” Sharpe told Lauren.

“Fine,” Lauren responded with a catch in her voice.

“It’s not fine,” Ava said to her friend, before turning to Sharpe. “She’ll get an A even though she won’t be attending class. Otherwise, she’ll go to the dean.”

Sharpe’s eyes narrowed. “The question is, will they believe what she tells them?”

“My boyfriend’s father is an attorney. Maybe you’ve heard of him? Paul Mather?” Going to Mr. Mather was the last thing Ava would ever want to do, but she hoped dropping his name would cause the professor to back off.

“Mather?” Sharpe nodded, well aware of the family’s power. “Then you’re the one who’d better beware.” He turned to Lauren, not ready to give her up. “Let me know if you change your mind. We said things we didn’t mean. We can forget this night.”

He took off across the lawn and as he disappeared into the shadows the darkness around them lifted. Ava held out a hand and pulled Lauren to her feet. There were grass stains on Lauren’s skirt, and her arms looked bruised. Ava followed Lauren into her room and watched Lauren throw herself on her bed, distraught.

Ava lay down beside her. She forgot all the wretched things Lauren had said and done and remembered only their first night on the Common, when they saved one another. “I didn’t think you could cry,” Ava said.

“I didn’t think you would rescue me.”

“Someday you’ll have to pay me back,” Ava told her, just to keep it businesslike, but it wasn’t, and they felt how close they were once again.

“All right. I will.” Lauren’s voice was thick with emotion, and she turned away, embarrassed.

The world outside seemed to have disappeared. The birds were already settled in the trees, and the crows were silent. Everyone in the house was asleep and dreaming as Ava took Lauren’s hand in hers. We fly together, she said. The lines in your palm told the story of your life. Hand, head, heart. There was the love you lost and the mistakes you had made and the paths you had yet to take. All four elements were in your grasp: air, fire, water, earth. Underneath it all was the mark that would never disappear, the one they’d created on the night they’d first saved each other, the one that would never go away.





THE FIRST WITCH OF CAMBRIDGE

1695

Dear Reader,

I hear the wolves howl at night, but I’m more fearful of the men who hunt us than I am of any wild animal. Without my beloved Amadis, there was no one to protect us from witch-hunters. This is why I take precautions, and why a hedge of brambles surrounds my property. Turn right at the river, walk past the elm trees, make your way through the tall stalks of grass that reach your waist, continue on through the darkness, wear black so that no one will notice you. And still, it is not always possible to avoid those who fear women such as us. There were times when a witch-hunter managed to find us, even here in Cambridge, and when he did there was nowhere to hide. It happened to a girl of fifteen named Cora Bell, who was hanged on the Common on Midsummer Eve. Cora had been walking home with her younger sister, Amelia, who was not quite thirteen. They appeared to be quite plain, simply two ordinary girls wearing black dresses and red boots, their pale hair braided. Cora already knew she must be careful not to be too beautiful, too suspect, too obvious, too much herself. She had an eleventh finger, so she wore knitted gloves when she went into town. Even in Cambridge we understood that we must be ready to fly away as the birds do and look down from above. We perch in trees, we walk in the marsh and the fields, we light bonfires. We are made of air, water, earth, and fire, and we always have been.

The girls’ mother, Suzanne, was a Scottish baker, and Cora’s job was to pull a handcart and deliver bread, with Amelia sometimes accompanying her. That was when the witch-hunter spied them, crossing the Common, accompanied by the black bird that was always with Cora, a fledgling thrown from its nest that she had nursed back to health. It was a hot August evening, and the girls were singing an old song that was often a farewell, in this life or the next.


So fill to me the parting glass

And drink a health whate’er befall

Then gently rise and softly call

Good night and joy be to you all.



Tom Boyle, a witch-hunter, came up behind them. He grabbed Amelia and tore off her clothing, doing as he pleased, even after the crow began to attack him. Cora came up behind him and hit him with a sharp rock so that he let go, pawing at his bleeding skull. Cora had let out an urgent shout for her sister to run, which she did; she ran so fast she was flying, she ran until it was impossible to tell if she was a crow herself.

Once Tom Boyle had what he wanted of Cora, he hanged her, to ensure that she couldn’t make a claim against him. The other girl had disappeared, but who would ever believe her if she accused him of wrongdoing? Still, the crow kept at the witch-hunter, striking at his face until Boyle was covered with his own blood. He hurried to the constable to report an act of witchcraft. Look at the proof, he declared. He held his eye in his hand, plucked out by the devil himself disguised as a crow. Look at my face! he cried, pockmarked and ravaged and bloody, with an empty eye socket.

Cora’s crow refused to leave the tree where she had been hanged. His plumage turned snow white as he mourned her. He had no water and nothing to eat; still, he never left. We wept and had the funeral in the old cemetery, the one wolves are said to inhabit at night. Let there be wolves. We had no fear of them. Let there be payment for what had been done in the name of false civility and judgment. Women belong to us, the lawmakers had decided. Your body, our choice, they said. Cambridge had been our heaven, but it was not any longer, not unless we reclaimed it for ourselves. The constable’s men came after the bird, for farmers in Cambridge said he was bad luck. They did their best to trap him in a net or shoot him with their rifles, but they never could manage to be rid of him, and eventually they let the elusive creature be. Don’t walk past the elm tree, fathers told their sons. Don’t look for evil, lest it come searching for you.

I saw the fellow who took credit for the girl’s hanging. I came upon him at the blacksmith’s, a bandanna wrapped around his head to cover the space where his left eye had been. He’d gone from town to town searching out women who were said to have powers, midwives and healers, old women who did nothing more than spin wool, and young women who were too beautiful to be trusted by their neighbors. It was our bad fortune that he’d made Cambridge his home. No one had hired him. Since he’d lost his eye, no one opened their doors to him anymore. We don’t want to be nearby when the witches take revenge, that’s what they said to one another. We laughed when we heard that. Banish us from the garden, drown us a thousand times over, we will still be the thousand branches on a single tree.

“Don’t look at me, girl,” Tom Boyle said when we crossed paths at the blacksmith’s shop. He called me that even though I was more than twenty-five and hardly a girl. I hadn’t been a girl since the year I turned ten, when they murdered my mother because she was poor and unwed and wore red boots and had amulets pinned inside her dress. I continued observing the witch-hunter despite his order, and at last he stalked away, muttering that I would get what I deserved. I was glad he couldn’t divine that I had carried a daughter within me.

“The poor fool was attacked by a monstrous bird for no reason,” the blacksmith said. “He found his eye in the grass, but when he tried to shove it back in place, it wouldn’t stay. Now he carries it about in a tobacco tin.”

The witch-hunter was uneducated and poor, yet he rode a fine black horse, one I recognized from the Mathers’ stable. He had clearly been hired and bailed out of prison by my mistress’s son Cotton, and now there he was, waiting for me on the corner of Brattle Street, his hat pulled down, a scowl on his face. He hadn’t liked the way I stared at him, and now he came too close to my horse, the bay named Duke that had also belonged to my mistress, the fastest horse I’d ever known, and the most sensitive. I could tell that being near this beastly man caused Duke worry, for when the witch-hunter approached, my horse reared up, as if the devil had appeared. Tom Boyle stood between me and my horse, so I had little choice but to listen to what he had to say, even though I knew only a fool thinks he can replace his eye and he will see again. It was a fool who took a horse from Cotton Mather and imagined that the price to pay for it wouldn’t be steep.

“I see you have the Mathers’ horse,” I said.

“You seem interested in matters that shouldn’t concern a woman,” he commented as he studied me. Clearly, he was looking for the signs of a witch. Red hair, black eyes, red boots, a mole, a black cloak. People said these were the telltale marks, but that was a lie. We could look like any woman, your mother, your sister, your aunt. We could wear gray, braid our pale hair, we could go to church, work for a baker, clean your house. I didn’t have to study Tom Boyle to know who he was, a ruthless individual, the sort of canny and untrustworthy man who imagined that his power over a woman would be a cure for his powerlessness in the world. I’d known many such men when I was a girl in London, ones who thought a woman would never have the nerve to go against them. That wasn’t the sort of woman I was. I passed him by and said, “Excuse me.”

That’s what I said, but it wasn’t what I meant. I meant You had best be careful. I meant I know exactly what you’ve done. From the look on his face, Boyle understood what I’d left unsaid, and he let me pass. As I did, I reached into his jacket; I did so quickly, as if it hadn’t happened, but it had. I’d gotten what I wanted. I knew that certain tokens were powerful magic. Now whatever he’d once had was mine.

I was already seated on my horse when he realized the tin had been slipped from his pocket by nimble fingers. I had been a pickpocket in London for a time, and I was good at it. I had his eye with me, and he could yell and shout all he wanted, it was mine now. His luck turned after that, from bad to worse, and I can’t say I felt any regret. The women of Cambridge lit a bonfire on my property, not far from my garden. That was when we noticed that the girl’s mother, Suzanne Bell, was missing. Her bakery was shuttered, and there was no smoke circling up from the chimney. We never again saw her alive.

They say witches cannot drown, but that isn’t the whole truth. The murdered girl’s mother was found lifeless in the shallows of the Charles River. The constable’s men fished her out and left her there on the bank. She had placed stones in her boots, to ensure that she would sink to the bottom. There were stones in the lining of her coat as well, and several were clutched in her hands. Amelia would no longer have anything to do with us; she disappeared into the woods, where she built a ragtag shelter from sticks and stones. We buried Suzanne beside her older daughter, and still there were those who said they glimpsed her spirit walking by the river on cool evenings. They said she would walk there forever, for although she’d joined one daughter in death, she carried the guilt of leaving her other daughter on her own.

Amelia was pale and grew paler. Her hair had turned stark white. This is how it feels to be broken and still go on. She slept in the trees, until she managed to build a rustic shed of hazel wood and black stones that she painted with tar—a place that everyone called Lilith House. When she wasn’t able to seize fish with her bare hands, she turned to snaring eels, snagged in a net made from her stockings. She ate her catch without bothering to cook it, and perhaps that was why her eyes turned as black as the stones she collected. In summer, she picked cherries from the wild cherry trees, so that her mouth was always red, which made her teeth appear even sharper and whiter. She grew up to be a woman who could take care of herself.

It became clear that Amelia would also have a child of her own. No one spoke of who the father might be. But some people said he was a man on his way out west, someone she didn’t run the risk of falling in love with, while others said it was a witch-hunter she’d done away with.

I wasn’t surprised when it was said there was darkness within Amelia Bell. She had chosen to walk the Crooked Path, defying established rules, magic or not, choosing the left hand over the right. Amelia was just a young woman, one who still heard her sister’s voice telling her to run, one who whispered the old song she and Cora had been singing that night, turning it into a lullaby. I went up the hidden footpath to her house. I had brought apples and bread to leave outside her door, but when I knocked, she never answered. The only time I saw her was when I spied her in the soft falling dark of evening, building bonfires stick by stick, trying and failing to melt a heart that had already turned to ice.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Ava folded the witch’s letter into the shoebox kept beneath her bed, adding it to the others she’d collected. But this one was different. It was a story that belonged to Lauren, and the legend of the Bell sisters burned through Ava as if she held a red-hot coal in her hands. No wonder the family had not passed this story down through the generations. She could only imagine how Lauren would react if she knew the horrid deeds of Cotton Mather that had affected her family. Some things were best kept hidden, and this story was one of them. Ava had decided to say nothing about the fact that more than two hundred years earlier, Amelia Bell had planted the hedges that made it impossible to see the house on Brattle Street. She’d added on room after room until hers was the finest house in town, and she left her original shed as a home for women in need, and many of the women who’d followed the first witch moved into Lilith House, one by one. Women who had been mistreated, those who had been accused of crimes, those whose children had no fathers, older women with no one to look after them, girls who ran away from families who abused them.

Amelia lived in the house behind hedges, the one that was nearly impossible to find. For the rest of her life, she wore only black, for she was in mourning every day. She wore black when her daughter was born and when she planted her garden, but she kept her story to herself so that her daughter and granddaughters wouldn’t spend their lives in mourning. She left fruit on the doorstep of Lilith House, where women in need lived, and when she saw Rose Bridewell on the Common she always stopped and nodded before she walked away. Her history would have been forgotten if the first witch of Cambridge hadn’t written it down one cold winter when the river froze solid, and once you read a story you’d carry it with you. Even if it’s hidden, even if it’s tossed onto a bonfire, it will remain a part of who you are, and one day you’ll find it, it will rise up in your blood and your bones to be remembered no matter what.



Lauren meant no harm when she went into Ava’s room. They were friends again, but they had gone there cautiously, and were sometimes excessively polite. Still, they were working on it, and entering a friend’s room after making certain she wasn’t there was not the sort of action Lauren should now be taking. Still, a buzz of words had called to her, as if there were bees on the other side of the door, and yet when she opened the door, she found the room was empty. There was a sound, like water now, cool springwater in the words. Lauren was sensitive to stories, and she often heard them as if they were music. Shakespeare’s plays were like symphonies. Emily Dickinson’s poems were a single flute played in the forest where the tallest trees stood. There was definitely a story in Ava’s room. Words rose toward the cracks in the ceiling. Elm, hedge, ivy, oak. Mother, daughter, sister, bread, you. She crouched down and pulled the cardboard box out from beneath the bed, and there were the letters. Once she began to read, she couldn’t stop. That was how she came to know about Cora Bell, who had been so brutally murdered, and to learn that Amelia had planted hedges and built houses and had always dressed in black, orphaned by a single act of hatred by a man let loose from jail by Cotton Mather. Now Lauren understood why Amelia’s daughter and granddaughters had decided to keep the past from their children. For the rest of her life Amelia practiced left-handed magic. She had taken the Crooked Path.

There is no forgetting the story once it has been read, and that’s what had happened now. Read it and you knew you had to protect yourself from those who would judge and destroy you; you had to be rid of them before they were rid of you. The Mathers were dangerous, and clearly they always had been. Lauren decided that she owed it to Ava, and to Cora and Amelia Bell, to keep Jamie Mather as far away as possible. More than ever she believed she was right to try to keep Ava and Jamie apart, and now her fierce distaste for the Mathers had bloomed like a black rose, fed by vengeance and grief. She stormed out the front door, and as she walked through Cambridge she rose off the ground, as Amelia Bell used to do. Children passing by noticed and ran away, watching her from behind trees. I saw a witch and she was beautiful, one of them reported to his mother. No such thing, he was told, but that wasn’t true and he knew it. When Lauren reached the hanging tree, she thought of all the women who had never been allowed to tell their own stories. Once upon a time, three women in her family had been lost, one to the hanging rope, one to a river of sorrow, and one to a life of black stones and mourning. Revenge might be an acquired taste, but Lauren could already sense how sweet it might be. Ava had saved her from the wrong man, and now Lauren would return the favor.

She would end Jamie Mather’s claim on her friend for good.



When Lauren finally got through to Paul Mather’s secretary, she insisted it was an emergency, but Mather took his time picking up the phone. He refused to believe that Lauren had any worthwhile information until she told him, “It’s about Jamie.” Then he listened when she said it was in his best interest to meet her at the bar of the Ritz Hotel across from the Public Garden. If he failed to do so, his son would likely ruin his own life.

Lauren took a taxi and arrived early at the hotel. She didn’t like surprises and wanted any advantage she could get, and she imagined that Paul Mather was the sort who might have a trick up his sleeve. Perhaps he’d bring Jamie with him, or his personal attorney, or maybe a police officer who was in his pocket and willing to arrest her for harassment. Lauren sat at the bar, and no one spoke to her. She looked vaguely dangerous in her black Chanel dress and her pointy red boots and a slash of dark red lipstick, stained even darker when she sipped red wine. She wasn’t the sort who came to drink pretty rum cocktails at one of the little round marble tables, a wealthy wife or a woman who could be bought for the evening, who was looking for a man to pick up her tab.

Paul Mather walked in at a little after six, when Lauren had been there for over an hour, nursing her drink and reading T. S. Eliot, who had lived on one of the loveliest streets in Cambridge in 1913, when he studied anthropology at Harvard. Only those who risk going too far can possibly find out how far to go. For a moment, Mr. Mather seemed as if he might change his mind and leave, for he knew trouble when he saw it, and it was right there in front of him; all the same, he was intrigued. He had marveled at how brazen this young woman had been to call him, and so he sat beside her at the bar and ordered a gin martini.

T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land was a prayer to be recited again and again, a song bursting through with the shine of lilacs. When Lauren began recording in her grimoire a list of words she loved, she included portions of the poem.


Your shadow at morning striding behind you

Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you;



“Are you the one who intends to ruin my son’s life?” Mather asked. She looked like a schoolgirl with her pale pixie hair, but she was nothing of the sort.

“No, although I wish I could claim that distinction. The one who will ruin him is Ava.” She took a sip of her drink. “I think you know what I’m here to tell you before I say a word.”

Mather had not been worried about Ava, the red-haired Radcliffe student who’d barely spoken during her visit at Christmastime, the one from Lilith House he hoped would disappear from Jamie’s life. He’d paid little attention, although he remembered his oldest son had nicknamed her Mouse and she seemed to have taken offense. He hadn’t thought the little mouse would be problematic, even if she came from Lilith House. She’d been timid and shy, escaping from dinner as soon as she could.

“Exactly how will she manage that?” Mather asked. He ordered a second martini as his glance flickered over Lauren. This girl certainly wasn’t shy. In fact, she looked like a dose of poison. “She seemed perfectly ordinary,” he said, offering his opinion of the timid guest who’d been forced to sit there on her own after Jamie fled the dining room like a child.

“You think she’s nothing special because she’s poor and on scholarship, which only means that you’re a terrible judge, just like the rest of your family. If you paid the least bit of attention, you’d know that she’s strong.”

“In what way?” Mather asked. He didn’t like to speak to those he distrusted, Ava and this girl included.

“Don’t pretend,” Lauren said. “I can tell that you know what she is. Your people have been hunting ours throughout time.”

“And you’re here to protect Jamie? I find that hard to believe.”

“Is Ava what you want for your son, a witch in his bed whispering in his ear, telling him how awful his family is?”

Mather finished his drink and called for the bill. He hadn’t seen anything special about the girl Jamie had brought home, but witches were like that, they let you see what they wanted you to see, they hid what they were capable of. Except Lauren, who seemed to be proud of herself for taking him on.

“If you don’t break them up now, you won’t be able to do so later,” Lauren told him. “She’ll be there at every holiday, and before you know it your house will be hers.”

“Just curious,” he said to Lauren, who didn’t seem the least bit nervous to go up against him. Her self-possession made him worry. “I thought you were supposed to keep your existence secret. What does coming here today do for you?”

It saves Ava from the likes of you, Lauren thought. But there was more; Paul Mather was right. She smiled then, and he could see her sharp teeth. “It allows me the pleasure of seeing that after all your family has done to us, you’re still afraid of me.”



The men of the extended family were waiting when Jamie arrived at the old summer house on the outskirts of Salem, which was used only for family get-togethers. Uncles and cousins and brothers all stood together. No one ever wanted to stay there overnight, not even on summer weekends, even though it overlooked the cold blue sea. The sprawling homesite had once been an inn where Increase Mather and his wife stayed during the witch trials, and there were those who believed that the place was cursed. There were occasional fires that started for no reason, and water rats lived in the cellar. Still, there they all were, on a windy day, all of the male cousins and uncles and brothers. They said it was a birthday celebration for Jamie’s brother Brent, but there was nothing celebratory about the gathering. There was no cake or wine, no party at all. The family had held interventions for alcohol and drugs and gambling, and now they were holding one for love. They had come to a decision. If Jamie didn’t disengage from Ava, cutting off all attachments to someone who practiced witchery, he would be denied his inheritance, and his tuition at Harvard would no longer be paid. At first when this was announced, as if it were a court sentence, Jamie had laughed, thinking it was a joke, but they were a legal family, and the disinheritance papers had been drawn up and no one thought it was funny. When Jamie was told the conditions of his continuing at school, he shook his head. “Go ahead. Do it,” he said. “Pull the plug. You’d be doing me a favor. I’ll quit school and get a real job.”

The family was prepared for his refusal. They always had a plan B. When they’d all had their say about his duty to his family, they left him alone with his father so he could hear the rest of what his punishment would be if he didn’t do as he was told.

“You clearly don’t care about your future,” Paul Mather said with a sneer. “But what about hers?”

Jamie’s father now informed him that Ava’s anonymous endowment could easily disappear if the Mathers began to question its legality. Jamie looked at his father as if seeing him for the first time. “Are you threatening Ava?”

“I’m just telling you a story,” his father said. “A story that can have many different endings. The choice is yours.”

Jamie stalked out in a fury. His mother had been distraught when she heard about the plan the family had hatched, and she’d driven out to the house, even though no women were ever included in family meetings. Now she got out of her station wagon and followed Jamie down to the sea garden filled with lavender and bordered by white stones. There were blood-red roses and sage that had been planted three hundred years earlier. The place might be cursed, but it was beautiful all the same. Jamie’s mother was crying as she begged him to do as his father asked. Her husband had come up with the plan to discredit Ava that morning at breakfast.

“It’s best for both of you,” Louise Mather said to Jamie. “You know as well as I do that she will bring it out in you.”

“Bring what out? My humanity?”

“Your magic.” His mother’s face looked bleak. “They’re not afraid to go after Ava,” Louise told her son. “They’ll find a way to have her removed from school. She’ll wind up back where she came from, and if that happens, she’ll never forgive you, Jamie. Do you want to live with that?” Though a mother is never meant to favor one child over another, Louise had always loved him best. She knew he hid his true nature because he was so easily hurt. Now he looked at her, unnerved, just as he used to when he was a boy and didn’t understand all that was cruel in the world. “It’s better for both of you,” his mother told him. “Let her have her life, and you have yours.”

“Why have you stayed married to him?” Jamie asked. “You should have left, and you should have taken me with you.”

The wind was stronger now, and the clouds were moving so fast they were sailing by like ships at sea. Louise had been a fairly ordinary girl, pretty and kindhearted; it had been easy for the Mathers to mold her into the sort of wife they wanted for their beloved Paul, despite the fact that he, too, had been born with what they called The Sign, an unfortunate feature in their family that had to be removed. Louise’s mother-in-law had patted her arm on her wedding day and said, You’re a good girl, and that was when Louise had almost turned and run, for she wasn’t so certain that was what she wanted to be. She’d had a wild side; it was long gone now, though it was not forgotten. “Sometimes you fall in love with the wrong person,” she told Jamie. “You just do the best you can.”

Jamie took his mother’s hand. He wasn’t particularly proud of the details of his life, but he was a good son. “I know one thing about Ava,” he assured her. “She’s the right person.”

Louise Mather was the one who had told him the story about how complicated love could be, so it didn’t surprise Jamie when she embraced him fiercely and said, “If it’s meant to be, it will be.” The rest of the family would have been enraged to hear that sentiment, but she went on. “Sometimes you don’t choose love. Sometimes it chooses you.”



Jamie was driven back to Cambridge by his father, to ensure that the plan went as scheduled. After Jamie had packed for his summer in Wyoming, locking his apartment, he insisted they stop at Lilith House.

“Just make it fast,” his father told him. “Drawing these things out is never helpful.”

Paul Mather waited in the car, his window rolled down, while Jamie went up the path. Ava had been waiting for him, lingering at the window. She was worried and somewhat cross, for everyone else had already left for the summer. This time she was to lock up the house. This was not like the summer when the other women shouted Last one out is a nanny goat as they left, and each and every one had kissed her goodbye. Now Jamie had finally arrived, but there was the sleek black Mercedes at the curb. She recalled the night she’d tied the strips of white fabric to the tree, when the keys had sounded like bells, but he’d never shown up. They had sworn to one another that this time would be different, and yet, it certainly didn’t feel different right now. Jamie wanted to embrace Ava but kept his distance.

“Is that your father’s car?” Ava wanted to know.

The crows were overhead, making a racket. Something wasn’t right. Ava’s suitcase fell over, and she left it there and Jamie didn’t reach for it. Instead, he ran a hand through his thick hair, his face blank.

“It’s over,” he told Ava as they stood in the doorway. He was slouching, his hands in his pockets. It was as if he were a stranger, there to deliver a message. Ava laughed, certain he was joking, but when she went to embrace him, Jamie took a step back. “Not a good idea,” he said. He could barely bring himself to look at her, and he tried his best to still his heart so she wouldn’t know that for him this encounter was agony.

“Why not?” Ava asked, thoroughly confused.

Jamie’s expression was grim. “Just go back inside. Be glad you’re rid of me.”

“Jamie,” Ava said. She went forward despite his warning, looping her arms around him. She could feel his heart beating too fast in his chest. She could not believe it when he placed his hands on her shoulders and pushed her away.

“I told you what my family is like.” He was doing his best to be brutal. It would be better that way. Let her hate him, let her forget him, at least he wouldn’t ruin her life. “I warned you, but you didn’t listen.”

It was the time of year when all the leaves were a dazzling green and the light was so bright you had to squint just to see. Paul Mather had the nerve to honk the horn, then glared at his son. Jamie looked back steadily, and that was when she knew.

“It’s your family,” she said. “They think I’m not good enough. They know what I am.”

Jamie dropped his arrogant attitude. “It was never going to happen. We are who we are, unfortunately.”

“Anything can happen! We can make it happen.”

Jamie shook his head. “No. I can’t.”

“Are you so afraid of them?” she wanted to know.

“There’s good reason to be afraid of them, for both of us.”

“We don’t have to do as they say.” It was true, she was willing to do battle if it came down to that. She stared at the car and began a curse that would cause the engine to crack.

“Stop it,” Jamie said roughly. “What’s done is done. We’re over.”

Ava looked up at him. She didn’t even know she was crying when Jamie turned away and headed for the car. Paul Mather was observing her carefully, and he didn’t like what he saw. She’d tricked them over the holidays by acting as if she were some sweet, naïve creature, but now he understood she was something more. The crows were circling above her. What appeared to be a wolf was by her side. He’d known women like her, the ones his ancestors had brought to trial, women you couldn’t trust, those who would curse you and fight back. “You’re better off without her,” he told his son when Jamie wrenched open the car door and got in.

Did I ask for your opinion? Jamie wanted to say, but instead he stared glumly out the window. He didn’t have the heart to look at Ava, so he leaned his head against the seat and closed his eyes. He wanted to run back and tell her the truth, but it wouldn’t have changed what was to be.

Ava and Paul Mather locked eyes, and she thought of the men who sat in judgment in Salem and the women they burned. She could have sworn she smelled fire even though it was only engine exhaust spilling into the air as the car drove away. Paul Mather might think it was over, but Ava knew better. It never would be over. The story Jamie had told her wasn’t pretend. Once upon a time there was a woman on earth who waited for her beloved to come back to her despite the distance between them, despite the fact that love wasn’t simple at all.



The end-of-term dinner party was somber that year. They wore white dresses, which wrinkled in the damp heat of the day. There were cheese sandwiches for lunch, but most of their meal went uneaten. The weather was dreadful, and the Lilith girls sat under the covered porch rather than in the yard. Petals of the black roses fell off, one by one. A long time ago people believed that if you drew the portrait of a witch on the north side of an oak tree and hammered a nail through the place where the heart would be, the witch would lose her powers and likely turn to ash. Some witch-hunters piled grass and twigs in a large circle, then at midnight set the ring on fire, meant to force the witch to appear in the circle and be consumed by flames. There were witch bottles and spite dolls buried beside the foundations of the oldest buildings at Harvard that had never been found, that would be there forevermore. For all the women who had ever been chased across the river from Boston, for those who had been hanged from tall trees, and those who tended their gardens in Cambridge, the four members of Lilith House recited a blessing.

May you rest in peace, may you always be with us, may your sacrifices not be forgotten.
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We can change your life





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

In Maine, with the woods all around and the world so far away, Ava was alone with her broken heart. She remembered that her favorite stories always featured stolen children, poor little souls who had been taken from their houses and hidden in the wild wood, never to be found again. They were locked in towers or trapped underground for decades or centuries. Should they ever manage to find their way back to the mortal world, they would speak backward rather than forward; they would no longer recognize their families and would wander the earth alone.

Be careful, never trust strangers, avoid the forest, run as fast as you can.

Ava had always known that all things ended; they disappeared before your eyes. Ever since she’d watched Jamie get into his father’s car, she’d felt as if she would be alone for the rest of her life. If that was true, then who was she? She had a reckless urge to figure out who she was no matter the cost. The time had come for her to find out the truth about the woman who had arrived in snowstorms, or in the first rush of spring, someone her parents always said she had imagined.

Ava waited for her parents to go to bed, and once they had, she searched the house. It was better than lying in her bed in the throes of lovesickness, crying over Jamie. She rummaged through drawers in her father’s desk, then vainly investigated the kitchen cabinets, sifting through jars of salt and allspice, thumbing through an old tin of recipes for corn bread and applesauce. She rummaged around in the barn and the shed, where Jack was hunkered down, then tramped along the dark trails in the woods. Ava found nothing to help her understand why someone had tapped at the window glass in her bedroom or why black apples had been left on the windowsill or why she had slept with her quilt over her head all through her childhood, terrified she might be carried off and never returned, although every morning she regretted that she hadn’t gone to see who had been tapping. Every day she wondered where the path might have led.

When she’d turned thirteen, the woman in the woods had stopped appearing. Ava thought she had done something wrong that made the woman stay away, for when she disappeared, so did the promise of another world. She went down to the edge of the road and waited. There were brambles everywhere. They were growing taller by the minute, blocking out the sun. That was when she knew that she would have to save herself.

Now that the house was quiet, she went down to the cellar to poke around. She lit a candle, then looked through the baskets in which turnips and apples were stored. Birdseed had been scattered by the field mice, and she swept it away. She spoke backward, asking to be led to what she was looking for. Who you love will appear before you. The one you’ve missed. The one who has evaded you, walked away, disappeared.

Ava felt the urge for one of the apples from the orchard, the sweet black ones that were sometimes left on her windowsill. They were out of season, but dried apples were kept in the cellar. It was a dank space filled with unwanted things that should have been thrown away, lamps in need of rewiring, worn boots any other family would have tossed out years ago, hurricane lamps to use when the electricity went out in a storm, threadbare linens. Behind the baskets for storage, there was a small door Ava had never noticed before. When she tried it, she found it locked, so she quickly recited an undoing spell. The clasp immediately fell away in her hands. That was when she hesitated. She had the feeling that once she opened the door, she might find something that would change her life. It was late August, and stifling outside, but down in the cellar the air was cold. Once you know, you can’t unknow. Learn the truth, you can never forget it.

The candle had burned down to a flicker, and in that dull illumination, Ava reached into the closet and drew out a small suitcase. Inside, she found several sheet music notebooks. There was also a stuffed white toy dog and a hand-knitted baby blanket in a pale shade of green. At the very bottom of the suitcase was an envelope, taped closed. Ava held it in her hands, and a chill went through her even though outside it was now so humid sparrows fell from the trees in their sleep, then gathered in groggy groups on the grass, losing their dappled feathers, not knowing what was a dream and what was real.

Open the door, light the lamp, turn away from all you’ve been told.

Once you know, you can’t unknow. Learn the truth, you can never forget it.

Ava’s hands shook as she removed the tape, then opened the envelope and withdrew several black-and-white photographs. The first photo was of a baby, the next a boy grinning at the camera, one hand over his eyes to block the sun, then there was a handsome young man with pale hair that might be blond or red with that same grin, a cello strapped to his back, standing outside Boston’s Symphony Hall. He had one eye closed against the sun, but all the same his handsome face was one no one could ever forget. At the very bottom of the envelope there was a thin strip of images taken in an old-fashioned photo machine at an amusement park: the young man and a beautiful woman in four poses. Laughter, the shelter of an embrace, a wave, and then a kiss. On the backs of the photos someone had written: Chris at four. Chris home for a visit. Chris the musician. On the photo strip taken of the couple who were so clearly in love, someone had written in a shaky scrawl: Chris and the witch.

Ava dropped the photos as if she’d been stung. Here was the stone out of place. The marker that led to the trail through the woods. The clue she had always been looking for. The woman in the photographs had dark eyes, like Ava’s, and a wide mouth. The photo was black and white, but the woman’s hair was shining and likely red. Ava let her nerves settle, then repacked the suitcase and shoved it back in the closet, keeping the photographs and the notebooks for herself. Her breath was burning in her chest. For some stupid reason, she had begun to cry. She went upstairs and hid the photos in her purse.



Early the next morning, she walked into town with Jack at her heels. The mother of the owner of the general store, Mrs. Petrie, was close to a hundred. She’d been in town forever, and if anyone could recognize the people in the photos it would be her.

“Hey, Mrs. Petrie,” Ava said. She did a good job of sounding completely normal, and why shouldn’t she? She’d been practicing all her life.

“Hey, college girl,” Mrs. Petrie said. “Good to see you.” Mrs. Petrie noticed Jack stretched out on the porch. “Nice wolf you’ve got there.”

Ava laughed. “He’s a German shepherd.”

“If you say so,” Mrs. Petrie conceded with a shrug. “But I know what I know, and I see what I see.”

“I’d guess you’ve known everyone in town,” Ava said.

“More than I ever wanted to. When people buy their groceries, you know them better than they might think. I know who likes pickles and who likes cheese and who buys more beer on Fridays than most folks can finish in a week. I know who’s miserable in their marriage and who doesn’t talk to their mother-in-law and who’s come down with cancer. I know them better than they know themselves.”

Ava handed her the photo of the young man. “Did you know him?”

Mrs. Petrie slipped on her glasses. “Of course I did. That’s Chris. Your folks’ son. Sad what happened to him.”

Ava felt her knees buckle. She grabbed the counter to steady herself. Count to three, she told herself. Speak as if nothing is wrong. “They didn’t have a son,” Ava said.

“Well, they did, and he was a musical genius of some sort. He was only a young man when he died. I always figured you were his replacement, if you don’t mind me saying so. He died and you arrived. I’d say you were about two. I always figured you were a cousin or a foundling, but they said you were theirs, and who would dispute that? Here you were, after all. You with your lovely red hair, but they always clipped it short and they had you wear a scarf even when you were just a little bitty thing.”

Ava didn’t know what she minded or what she believed, so she simply nodded, waiting to hear more, her heart pounding.

“Nice kid,” Mrs. Petrie said thoughtfully. “He wasn’t even twenty-five.”

When Ava left the store, she felt even more confused, so she decided to go to the library. She left Jack beside a bench and went inside, where it was cool and quiet, and she felt safe, the way she always felt when she entered a library. “Just here to look through some newspaper articles,” she told the librarian. Ava was directed to the second floor, where she began to sift through the obituaries. She found what she was looking for in The Weekly Reporter, a local paper that had stopped publishing a few years earlier. There he was on January 12, 1936, fourteen months after she’d been born. Beloved son, we will never forget you. There’d been a car crash, and his old Ford had been forced off the road by a drunk driver on icy Storrow Drive, his car hurtling into the frigid water of the Charles River. A wife and child had survived, but he had drowned.

Ava tore out the obituary and wedged it into the envelope with the photographs. She left the library and walked with Jack along the empty road beneath a canopy of tree branches. Her head was filled with wild, precarious ideas that were hatching one after another. She didn’t realize she was headed to the town cemetery until she was already at the gate. It was a neglected place, rife with thatches of wild grass, and Ava had never been there before. Hold your breath, her alleged mother had told her every time they drove past, insisting that going past a graveyard was bad luck. Ava found the headstone beneath an apple tree. Of course that’s what they would plant to remember him by, something from their own orchard.

Christopher Abbot 1912–1936 Beloved Son.

A tin vase left at the gravesite contained early-blooming asters, along with a small black branch from an apple tree. There was no mention of a wife or a child on the headstone, but that didn’t matter. Ava knew who he was to her now. She lay down beside her father’s grave, placing her ear against the ground. She could hear the heartbeat of the earth, the insects moving through the dirt and the growing grass, and the roots of the trees. Love is love and it always would be, no matter how near or how far. Anyone who has lost someone knows this to be true.

Ava went back to the house, and there was Jeanne Abbot on the porch. Not her mother, Ava understood that now, but her grandmother, the woman who had told her a pack of lies. Ava walked right past her grandmother and went down the hall to the room where she’d spent so many years, windows locked, lies spoken. Even though she’d known nothing, she’d always sensed that something wasn’t right. She grabbed her suitcase, threw her meager belongings inside, then came back out to the porch. She’d been such a good girl, she’d wanted to please them, but she didn’t give a damn what they thought of her now.

“Where are you going?” the woman who had always called herself Ava’s mother demanded to know.

“You never even told me his name.” Every word Ava spoke was burning through her, for on this day, she felt all she had lost, as if she were a little girl again.

“Who?” There was a moment of confusion. Liars lie, and if they do it well they come to believe what they say.

“Christopher Abbot. I had the right to know he was my father. But you didn’t think so. You erased him from my life!”

Silence then. When you know you know and lies will do no good.

“And my mother,” Ava cried. “My real mother, who was she? You must know!”

“Don’t ask me a question like that,” Jeanne Abbot said. “You won’t get an answer, and you’re lucky not to.”

Ava’s grandmother turned away. Perhaps she was crying, or perhaps she was in a fury. It didn’t matter. Ava was never coming back.

They were through.



Once, when Ava was a small girl, eight or nine at most, she had stumbled into a pond. Before she knew it she had drifted into the deep water as the people she had then believed to be her parents watched in horror. The man she now knew to be her grandfather had leapt in after her, sputtering in the frigid cold. There was a wild swan watching, its dark eyes trained on her. This was magic, she was certain of it, but it was interrupted when her grandfather grabbed her, hauling her toward shore. You can swim, the swan had told her. You can take flight if you wish. Her grandfather was having trouble swimming in his boots, his coat pockets filling with water; she remembered that surprisingly she had been the one to keep him afloat, pulling him back to where her grandmother was standing on the shore, howling as if all had been lost. In the end, the day had been saved by a sopping wet girl who could not seem to drown, whose boots were filled with mud, who wished she could have made her way out to the swan and remained in the deep green depths.

They had seen evidence of who she was. They’d known all along that she wasn’t like them. She never had been. She hadn’t drowned in the deep water, just as she hadn’t broken her legs when she jumped off the roof. Before she left for Cambridge, Ava went into the woods to stand on the muddy edge of the pond where it had happened. The people she thought were her parents had convinced her it had been a dream, but it wasn’t. Now, on this day, there were two swans in the water, one white and one black. Ava slipped off her shoes, then her clothes. She threw a stick for Jack, and as he raced into the pond, the swans rose into the air like clouds. Ava stepped into the shallows, her feet sinking into the mud. In no time the water was too deep for her to walk, and she swam all the way across, just as she’d always wanted to, not stopping until she reached the far shore. She was fearless, and with good reason. For the first time she knew exactly who she was.



Ava could hardly wait to return to Cambridge. There was very little traffic on the main road, but luckily, a delivery truck filled with crates of potatoes from a local farm was headed to Boston’s Haymarket fruit and vegetable market. The driver blared his horn, then stopped for her at the crossroads and waved.

It begins again. I am someone new. I am myself and no one else.

Witches who had been hanged were buried at crossroads, for this was thought to confuse their spirits and prevent them from finding their way back to their abusers, as if they would ever forget who had wronged them. Ava placed two black stones at the place where the roads met to mislead anyone who might wish to follow her. Don’t come after me, don’t seek me out, I never belonged to you.

“I wouldn’t let my daughter hitchhike,” the driver told Ava after she and Jack had climbed into the truck’s cab and Ava thanked him for the ride. Ava hadn’t asked for a good man to take her to Boston, but she’d gotten one all the same. She managed a smile despite the circumstances of her leaving.

“I won’t do it again,” she assured the farmer. “I’m never coming back.”

“At least you’ve got the wolf to look after you.”

“I do.” Jack had settled on the floor beneath her feet, and Ava reached to pet his head. She thought that she should have paid more attention when Jack had growled low down in his throat the first time he spied Ava’s grandfather. But it was easy to be fooled when a lie was so huge it had no borders. Close the windows, lock the doors, never say a true word, turn away and never turn back. Trust in us, you belong here, there is darkness falling beyond the lane, you could never cope with what is out there, you could never belong. Heading south on Route 1, Ava saw above her a vast blue sky speckled with clouds.

When she tried, Ava could recall bits and pieces of what had happened on Storrow Drive. She was in the car, in the backseat, under a blanket. She had been little more than a baby, but she’d been there, eyes open. Snow, sunlight, ice, tears, a river, a woman calling out as if her heart would break, the one who had saved her on the day the whole world had turned cold and blue.





CHAPTER NINETEEN

This year no letters would be left beneath the pillows of new initiates. The two freshmen who were to have moved in would instead remain at South House, sending letters of regret to Lilith House before they had even been invited to join the society. Two girls who had been in residence had left last year; one dropped out of school and retreated to her family’s farm in Connecticut, and the other transferred to Mount Holyoke College. The girls’ families feared that a witch-hunter was once again searching them out, and if that was true their children would be unsafe, no matter what spells or enchantments were cast. Ava and Lauren were to be the only residents of Lilith House. Although Lauren and Lionel were still in Provincetown, Ava went directly to their house when she arrived back from Maine. She knew where to find the hidden key, plucking it from a tin that was kept in a bed of ivy. After letting herself in through the back door, she made her way upstairs to one of the guest rooms, where she cried herself to sleep, trying and failing to keep count of all the lies she’d been told when she was a child.

We are your parents, we know what’s best, all your talents are sins, you must not speak to birds, swim in the lake, talk to the other girls, meddle with the weather, see inside people, do your schoolwork with such ease, imagine that you know what others feel and think. Close your eyes, go to sleep, trust in us, be what we tell you to be, plain and simple, nothing more.

On Saturday morning, Ava ate canned food from the large, well-stocked pantry, heating beans and stewed tomatoes and soup. She holed up in the library reading magic books, allowing herself to be who she was. By Sunday afternoon she could turn a stone into a toad and a toad into a stone. She burned the clothes she’d worn in Maine, tossing her earth-stained jeans and shirts into the fireplace. She borrowed a black dress from one of many in Lauren’s closet, and when she looked at herself in the mirror, she realized she was mourning the person she’d been before she came to Cambridge, the girl who had tried and failed to please her parents.

Lionel and Lauren arrived late Sunday night, invigorated as they always were after a visit to Provincetown. They had spent most of the summer surrounded by the artists and theater people and writers who gathered at the glorious place they lovingly called the end of the world. In Provincetown men and women fell in love with whomever they wished to, they painted their souls onto canvas, they danced all night; witches held meetings beneath the silver moon and gathered at the Alchemist on Saturday nights.

Billy had come to visit Lionel. He wished he could enjoy the town, but he’d been so afraid he would be recognized as a police officer, and lose his job, that he would go out only after dark, and then only to the beach, where they could be alone and drink wine and steal kisses, arms around one another. They took the beagle, Houdini, for long walks and stayed to watch the sun rise over the cold blue ocean, but even then Billy wasn’t himself.

“How far away do we have to go for you to be comfortable?” Lionel had asked, already madly in love. “California?”

“Maybe.” Billy had shrugged. “Maybe farther.”

Lionel and Lauren were arguing over who was more sunburned when they stumbled upon Ava and Jack in the garden. Houdini trotted over to welcome the wolf-dog, for they both had suffered at the hands of men and belonged to the same club of survivors.

“Well, look who’s here!” Lauren cried out. “Now that we’re seniors and can finally boss everyone around, they’ve all disappeared. They’re afraid of a witch-hunter, the big babies.”

Ava didn’t mention that she, too, had been wary of staying at Lilith House when no one else was in residence. Now that Lauren and Lionel looked at her, they could see that Ava wasn’t quite the same. Her face was drawn, she’d lost weight, and more than ever she appeared to have come from another world.

“Terrible summer?” Lionel asked as he folded himself into a wicker chair. He’d heard about Ava’s parochial upbringing, the locked doors, the rules and regulations, and the awful isolation she’d known.

“It turns out I was stolen,” Ava said. “The people I thought were my parents are my grandparents.”

“That was why you didn’t know what you were or why you’d be accepted at Lilith House.” Lauren shook her head. “What awful people.”

“They didn’t want me to know,” Ava said. “They hate who we are.”

“It’s a good time to finally find out who your parents were,” Lionel advised.

“Or maybe it’s better not to know,” Lauren said. “Your parents could have been anyone or anything.”

“It’s always better to know the truth,” Lionel said, the same advice he had given Billy during their time in Provincetown. “You know it is.”

Ava phoned the New England Conservatory of Music, and although there was no record of Christopher Abbot, a cellist who had taught in the years Chris Abbot might have been there was now living in a home for the elderly in Cambridge. She and Lionel shouted out a goodbye to Lauren, who was already dragging all of her sandy clothes and sheets into the laundry room behind the kitchen. She shouted back, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. The truth hurts.”

“Are you ready for this?” Lionel asked as they approached the nursing home. The shrubbery was untended and daisies were growing wild.

“Ready or not.” Ava took Lionel’s hand, grateful for his support. “Here I come.”

In the lobby, several people in wheelchairs had been left in a patch of sunlight, and one woman of nearly ninety was crying, batting away the streams of light. Ava knelt beside her. “Would you rather be in the shade?” When the woman nodded, Ava moved her wheelchair, and as she turned to leave, the woman took her hand and wouldn’t let go.

Ava looked to Lionel for help, and he quickly offered his assistance. He no longer needed psychedelics to see inside the beating heart of the world; he was doing it on his own. Look at me, here I am, even if no one can see me.

“You were lovely.” Lionel saw a vision of this woman at a dance when she was seventeen, the age when she was at her most beautiful, when her future had just begun. She was still at that dance inside her mind nearly all the time. There was no sunlight on that night, only cool shadows and the promise of the future.

“I was,” she said. “Thank you.”

“Was and are,” Lionel told her.

When they arrived at the music teacher’s room, there was no answer to Lionel’s knock, but the door was ajar. He pushed it open, and there was Charles McClary in an armchair, gazing out the window, wondering how he’d gotten to this place, and then suddenly there were two young people in his room. Lionel came to shake his hand, and Ava explained that she was looking for information about a man who might have been his student. McClary admitted that he couldn’t remember the names of his students, but he appreciated the candy Ava offered him. He wasn’t allowed such things anymore.

“These were my favorites,” he said of the Junior Mints, which were made in a candy factory in Kendall Square.

“The man I’m interested in is Christopher Abbot,” Ava said. “He would have studied with you in the thirties.”

McClary shook his head and said “Nope,” but when Ava brought out one of the notebooks she’d found in the cellar, he glanced at the pages, curious. “Let’s have a listen,” he suggested.

There was a cello in the corner, which Lionel brought over. “Here you go.”

“I see who you are,” the music teacher said, studying him.

“Do you?” Lionel laughed. “Well, I see you as well.” Lionel always knew when someone had been forced to hide his true nature. He gathered that McClary had been judged for much of his life, as a queer man and a musician, and now as an old person who couldn’t remember certain facts of his own life.

“I would have thought you to be a fine-looking man if I’d met you when I was young,” the cellist told Lionel. At the end of his life, he’d discovered there was little point in staying quiet. “Do everything you want to do,” McClary confided. “Don’t put things off. Don’t give a damn about what anyone thinks.”

“I will,” Lionel said. He had decided to apply for his residency at Stanford University Hospital. He knew he could be happy in California, driving up to San Francisco on weekends, walking through the fog.

McClary leaned over his cello, and Ava held up the notebook as he played. The music was wild and beautiful and alive, the composition of a man in love. It was like nothing she’d ever heard before.

“I remember him now,” the music teacher said. He never forgot music. “He was running away from his family. They were old-fashioned, that’s what he told me. Puritan stock who didn’t believe in music. Sounded like terrible folks. They were convinced he had married a witch. That’s why he called this piece of music ‘The First Witch of Cambridge.’ It was written in honor of one of his wife’s ancestors.”

“Is that what he told you?” Ava said, shocked.

“He said he wanted it to sound like magic.”

Ava kissed the old man’s cheek, then returned the cello to its place. After their goodbyes were said, Ava and Lionel left in silence, for nothing could compare to the music they’d just heard. On the way back to Harvard Square, they passed neglected yards where twisted rosesbushes bloomed. When you fell in love, it could be slow or quick, it could happen overnight. Ava had a vision then. She saw her mother hearing music through the open window of an apartment building as she was walking home from Radcliffe Yard. Her mother had stopped on the sidewalk, and her heart had stopped as well. A young man looked out the window and saw her standing there; and that was when the music changed. It was a bird, a cloud, a kiss; it was the song on his first and only album, recorded in a studio in Somerville.

Later that week, Ava found her father’s record in a secondhand store in Central Square. She went into a small booth at the rear of the store and closed the door. What you know, you can’t unknow. What you discover can change your life. But how else can you make sense of who you are? On the album cover was the image of a white crow. To my darling, who followed the sound of my music through the streets and up the stairs. Ava turned off the light and listened, and as soon as she heard his composition, she understood that once her parents had fallen in love, nothing else had mattered to them. At their wedding the only two witnesses were secretaries who worked at City Hall. They had all they needed on that day, and on every day they spent together, and if fate later would turn on them, if the ice on Storrow Drive changed everything, there was still that day they met, when a beautiful woman had stood outside his apartment crying and falling in love with the music he was making, and one day their daughter would hear the song that told their story and it would reveal everything she needed to know.



Lauren stumbled upon Jamie at the Harvard Book Store, as busy as ever on this September day, packed with students and professors and book lovers of all sorts. Lauren could have left when she spied Jamie. She’d sat up with Ava night after night, listening to her friend go on about how she would never speak to Jamie again, not saying a word for fear she would expose her own actions.

Lauren had decided it was likely best to avoid Jamie, for surely he hadn’t gotten over her betrayal when she disposed of his note. Then their eyes had met, and there was no graceful way to act as though she hadn’t seen him. She reluctantly went to the fiction aisle, where Jamie had been thumbing through The Catcher in the Rye; he let the book fall closed when Lauren approached. He looked terrible, unwashed, wearing clothes he’d worn for days, with no obvious evidence of his arrogance or his wealth.

“You read?” Lauren said to him, surprised.

Jamie threw her a dark look. “Occasionally. I’m studying literature.”

“I would never have guessed. I’m surprised your family would allow that.”

“Maybe you should stop guessing.” Jamie had discovered he had no interest in economics or political science. He went back to flipping through the pages of the book he held, but Lauren knew he wasn’t reading. He was just waiting for her to go. Perhaps that was why she stayed: to make him feel worse.

“I know a man who despises you,” she told him. She was thinking of Carrick, who’d gone to jail when Jamie had merely been swept away to the family ranch in Wyoming.

“Well, tell him welcome to the crowd.” Jamie set down The Catcher in the Rye, which was said to be unique and affecting, the book young people in search of themselves were drawn to. If he read it, it was likely that he would never go to law school. He’d get on a plane and travel to places he hadn’t heard of before and would read as many novels as he could. “Give Ava time and I’m sure she’ll despise you as well as me.”

His comment was wrenching, because it was likely true. Still, she refused to imagine a time when Ava discovered she was the cause of the breakup with Jamie. “You think I’m the one who spoke to your father.” She was a good liar, but it wasn’t working this time.

“I know it was you. He told me. He had no reason to protect you,” Jamie said, his eyes cold. “Happy you put an end to us?”

“Don’t act like you’re the wronged party. You were so quick to walk away and do whatever your family told you to do. I’m actually surprised you were so easily bought. I thought you might put up a fight, even if it was just a little one. But you proved me right. You’re just like them.”

“You think this is about me?” Jamie shook his head. “I didn’t tell Ava what you did, because she’s the one who can be the most hurt.” He took in the look of surprise on Lauren’s face. “Didn’t think of that possibility, did you? My family would have had Ava removed from Radcliffe if I didn’t go along with their plans. I wasn’t about to let that happen.”

Lauren was taken aback to learn that Jamie had acted nobly. Perhaps he wasn’t exactly who she thought he was, and she began to wonder if it might be possible that she was the villain here. She felt a fool, though she did her best not to show it. “It doesn’t matter,” she assured him. “You would have ruined things with her sooner or later.”

“Yeah. So will you.” Jamie decided to buy the novel. What the hell? He might as well read it and let it change his life. If he was going to fail at being a Mather, he might as well be someone else.

“I didn’t betray someone I was in love with,” Lauren called after him, loud enough for people to turn and stare.

“But you’re her best friend, and you’re still lying to her. Which is worse?” Jamie went to the counter to pay for his book, handing over a five. “Keep the change,” he told the clerk. He hoped the one good thing that came out of this whole mess would be that Ava could be rid of Lauren, although clearly, she wasn’t so easy to ditch. When he left the bookstore, she chased him outside. Lauren had actually begun to feel bad for him and, worse, to wonder if they were in some vast plot together as co-conspirators. It was dusk and the whole world seemed made of ash.

“Maybe she’s better off without both of us,” Lauren said sadly.

“Is she?” Jamie wondered.

It was the yearning expression on his face that surprised Lauren most of all and made her wish she could be in love. The quick, impetuous thought made her realize that perhaps she already was, even if she had tried with all her might not to be. She had treated Carrick without any care, as if he didn’t matter to her in the least; perhaps she had even believed that to be true. It was difficult to tell the difference between an angel and a monster, and by the time you did, it might just be too late. It was probably too late now.

“Maybe you and I are more alike than I thought,” she said to Jamie. He was clearly a tortured soul. He’d be worse by the end of the night, when he finished The Catcher in the Rye and realized he would never be happy until he discovered who he really was.

“I assume that’s an insult,” Jamie said. He looked so sad that anyone with a heart would feel bad for him, and Lauren nearly did.

“We’re not meant for love,” she told him. “We’re too selfish.”

Jamie nodded in agreement. He wasn’t about to ruin Ava’s life, no matter how much it might hurt to stay away. Keep walking, he told himself. Don’t phone, don’t write, don’t dare look back.



Ava did her best to find out more about her father, but it was as if he never existed. All she had was the single recording, which she played on the old phonograph in the parlor at Lilith House. The music was so filled with love she felt as if she was beginning to know her mother, the woman for whom it was written. Someone loved you so deeply he would have gone to the ends of the earth for you, he would never have said goodbye. When Lauren wasn’t at home, Ava sat in the empty house gazing into the garden. The twelve crows were on the roof, and the neighbors grew more worried that something was wrong in their neighborhood. Ava wandered through the empty bedrooms. She heard the voices of the previous residents, especially the ones who had disappeared; they kept her awake at night, as if pleading with her to find them. She stopped attending class, and one day she realized that she was burning up. She drank ginger tea and mixed up a remedy of turmeric and saffron, traditionally used for fever, but it didn’t help in the least.

She was treating the symptoms, but not the cause. Lovesickness can strike anyone, and that’s what had happened to her. There are obvious signs: you stop eating, you don’t bother to change your clothes, you sleep all day, you stop speaking and lock yourself in your room. If anyone brings you a cup of tea, it’s left untouched on the floor by your bed. Days pass and you don’t know whether it’s a Monday or a Saturday. You don’t respond if someone is knocking at your door. You’ve lost faith in people and, far worse, you’ve lost faith in yourself. Your life is empty, or so it seems. You’ve lost everything and you can’t get it back, but then one day you hear birdsong. You see that the leaves are turning red. That’s when you wake up and decide to be alive again. You make yourself a cup of Love Tea, using lemon balm, spearmint, chamomile, and rose hips. There is only one way to recover: one step at a time. Brush your hair and your teeth, run cold water from the tap, get dressed, get ready, walk out, don’t stop until you find what you’re looking for.

Ava knew the one person who could give her the answers to her questions: the man who had watched from his long black car as Jamie told her they were through. She borrowed one of Lauren’s Chanel dresses and a pair of heels and pinned up her hair so that she would look like a grown woman rather than a student. She hadn’t made an appointment at the law firm, and the secretary at the front desk told her Mr. Mather was in a meeting, but as soon as the secretary turned her back, Ava sneaked down the hall anyway. You had to be reckless sometimes, and this was such a time.

Paul Mather glanced up from the contract he was reading, and there she was at his door. No wonder Jamie had fallen for her. She was gorgeous, even with her hair pulled back. Her anger was burning; though her demeanor was calm, there were spots of color on her cheeks. Ava had thought she would feel idiotic and small when she faced Mr. Mather, but that wasn’t the case. She was who she was, the thirteenth witch of Cambridge, just as he was who he was, a witch-hunter, as his ancestors had been.

Mather leaned back in his chair, arms folded over his chest as if he didn’t give a damn, but Ava saw something in his eyes. If she wasn’t mistaken, he was afraid of her.

“You told him not to see me, didn’t you?” she said, her voice strangely confident. She thought of the way this man had stared at her from the car that day, as if he had won and had claimed the soul of his son.

“Are you here to threaten me, Mouse?” Mather asked.

Ava shook her head. She was too confused to be angered by the insult. “I’m here to understand.”

“All you have to understand is that you’re not right for him,” Mather said dismissively. “Your family circumstances will only hold him back. Face it, people like you can never fit in with the rest of us.”

“How do you know anything about people like me?”

“Why don’t you ask your friend?” Mather suggested wryly. “Though in all honesty, I’m not certain whether she is your friend.”

His remark stopped Ava cold. “What did you say?”

“That little blond friend of yours. She told me you were a witch, and I have to say I’m grateful to her. I don’t want Jamie influenced by that nonsense. Come to think of it, I think your friend was wearing the same dress you’re wearing now when she came to meet me at the Ritz.”

Ava turned and left before she could hear another word. How many times could a friend betray you and continue to pretend she had your best interests at heart? How many times could she look you in the face and lie?

Ava ran down the hall, her heart pounding, and she didn’t look back. Paul Mather might have called after her, he might have laughed out loud, or he might have simply closed his door, pleased with the day’s unexpected turn of events. It was business, nothing more, it was family business, and if this young woman didn’t understand, then she would surely have difficulty in navigating this cruel world.

Once outside, Ava stood on busy State Street and did her best to breathe. She was dizzy and light-headed as she went forward on the gritty Boston streets. She’d been betrayed not once but twice by someone she’d believed was her dearest friend. She couldn’t help but think of her grandmother’s warning. You can never trust people’s intentions. The scar on her palm was throbbing. Soul sister, betrayer, liar, friend. On the train back to Cambridge, she took a pen from her purse and stabbed at the scar until it was bloody and torn. Let her leave me alone, let her get what she deserves, let whatever is between us be broken.

When she got back to Lilith House, Ava went directly to Lauren’s room and threw open the door. Lauren was writing in her grimoire and looked up, startled.

“I went to see Jamie’s father,” Ava said. “He recognized the dress I was wearing. He said it was yours.”

“That man is an ass,” Lauren said, but she didn’t sound as sure of herself as usual. She may have been shaking.

“You did it again,” Ava said. “You want to ruin my life.”

“I know what the Mathers did to your family and mine. If given the chance, they’ll do it again, Ava. I only wanted to protect you the way you protected me.”

“I won’t ever forgive you for this,” Ava vowed.

“You will, Ava. You have to. We always forgive each other. That’s what we do!”

“No, I always forgive you. You can tell yourself you ruined what I had with Jamie to help me, but you did it out of spite. You did it out of revenge, because that’s who you are and who you’ve always been.”

“It’s not true! I’ve forgiven you for not telling me about Cora and Amelia Bell. My family! Who I knew nothing about!”

They had both kept the truth from one another, but Ava had truly wanted to keep Lauren safe from a history of sorrow.

“It doesn’t matter anymore,” Ava said, disgusted. “Don’t come near me,” she warned as she slammed the door shut.

Lauren knew that when you hurt someone, you have to be willing to see them turn away from you, knowing there’s a good chance they might not come back. Spells are to be used with caution, and they’re never sure things. Come Back to Me was always a complicated enchantment, but Lauren began it all the same, and she left the charm beneath Ava’s pillow, hoping their friendship wasn’t ruined beyond repair.

Take black feathers, vinegar, silver beads, take the bones of a dove. Take anguish, sorrow, regret. Mix with honey, and your own tears, then make a paste to cover a single sheet of paper and write on it with black ink when you beg for forgiveness. If it’s meant to be, the person you’ve hurt will someday look beyond the hedges and the thorns and see that your heart is there, even if it’s hidden, like a rose that goes unseen, even if you have to look carefully to know that you’re loved.

But Ava didn’t return to her room. She ran all the way to the library, the place she’d always gone when the world seemed too wicked and cruel. She fell asleep in the dark on the floor, curled up knees to chest with Jack beside her even though dogs were not allowed. She slept beside a letter from the first witch that she didn’t have the heart to read. The Come Back to Me charm didn’t have a chance of working, for in the morning, when Ava and Jack returned to Lilith House and she found the charm, she tossed it into the trash. She settled into bed ready to read the last letter, wanting to escape the present and return to the past.

She had lost both her best friend and her true love, but there was someone else to think of, someone who seemed to have left her a message at the start of the witch’s letter, written in black ink. Now she understood that someone wanted her to know the truth, whether or not it hurt.

Walk through the marshes, remember everything, remember that when someone loves you, they are with you at all times, even when they’re gone.





THE FIRST WITCH OF CAMBRIDGE

1695–1705

Dear Reader,

One morning I came upon the white crow in the Common. He had fallen from the hangman’s tree. His life on this earth was done, and so I wrapped him in my shawl and buried him at the rear of my garden, and I mourned as if I were mourning the man I loved. The bird had been there in the Common ever since that poor girl was hanged. He had been faithful until his last day, never leaving that tree. I wept as I buried him, for I knew that Amadis would have been just as faithful to me. I sent three white feathers in a parcel to the town where he’d been born, even though I knew it was highly improbable that anyone could rescue him. All during that cold, blue winter when he’d stayed with me, I had secretly given him every remedy in my garden, garlic, fennel, hawthorn, boiled flowers of St. John’s wort that turned as scarlet as blood, teas from the bark of oak and elm, from white willow and red willow. I did it even though I knew nothing would save him. The crow’s feathers marked both his sorrow and his faithfulness, more than I had ever expected to find in this world, more than most women would have in a lifetime. At least his mother would have this token of three milky white feathers when the parcel arrived. She would know that far away, in the fields of Cambridge, a woman had loved her son so completely she couldn’t bear to lose him, for he was my beloved, and he always would be.

I went to sit in the orchard where I used to go with Amadis, the place where I fell in love with him. I cut open an apple and saw my fate. In spite of all I had lost, I remembered all I still had. Acres of apple trees, women who were my sisters, crows filling the sky, and a daughter who would know the importance of magic, the first language of the world, the gift that has always been prized above all others. Let her have everything. Let her have the whole wide world.

My daughter had been born in the month of March, the season when the willows turned green. Twenty-three witches gathered in the orchard to help me welcome my child into this world, there to urge me on and protect me as best they could with ointments of lavender, for my daughter’s birth was a struggle and I was surrounded by darkness. I came so close to death I peered through the veil of this world into the next. I witnessed those who had passed on: the man I loved, and my own dear mother, and all the women who had come before me. I saw that no one was immune to the sorrows of life, and that we all return from whence we came. I was ready to take a step forward and embrace those I had lost, but then my daughter arrived, and I was in the light once more, and this world had never been sweeter. Twenty-three witches danced in the grass, the old dance, the one we all knew by heart, celebrating the life we had and the life we created.

All the same, she had a child without the help of a midwife, and on the night she gave birth her screams could be heard down in the marshes. She kept her baby in a pen made of thorns and roses. The baby girl and all her descendants would have chalk-white hair. They would be loved, but they would grow up with warnings: Trust no one other than yourself. Tell no one your stories. Bury bones, forget the past, never allow your heart to be owned by another.

I hadn’t understood how easy it would be to love your child. I supposed I hadn’t understood love at all until that day, and I loved the man I had lost more than ever. Amadis’s mother wrote to me, but it took so long for her letter to reach me that our daughter was already a year old by the time it arrived in Cambridge. He spoke of you as he left this world for the world to come, she wrote. He said your love was a blessing and that he didn’t regret a single day.

I could appreciate his mother’s heartbreak far better now that I was a mother myself. I wished I could sit beside her in the marshland that Amadis had told me about, the place he’d loved so much when he was a boy, a land of clouds and water where it was sometimes difficult to distinguish one from the other, for the whole world looked blue. If I closed my eyes I could see his mother, sitting there, weeping. She wrote, I can never thank you enough for loving my son. Thank you for sending him home. Don’t forget him, she wrote, as if I ever could. There was never a day when I took off his ring.

My daughter had black hair and her father’s pale blue eyes. She looked like a flower, and so I called her Hyacinth, a name that suited her well. How could she be so beautiful and belong to me? What had I done to deserve her? I realized she was a gift, one that made me want to go on living, something I hadn’t been certain I wanted to do when I lost Amadis. The world was brand-new to me now, and I was grateful. When I cut my baby’s hair for the first time, I sent a curl of it to Amadis’s mother. He lives on, I wrote. Perhaps this was heresy, but I knew it was true that for us he did.

Hyacinth could call birds to her with a single whistle, cause flowers to bloom in the palm of her hand, and turn cold water hot merely by stirring it with a spoon. One day, when she was barely more than three, she was digging in the garden and there, not far from where the parsley grew, she found the crow I’d buried months earlier, wrapped in my shawl, the fabric turned to tatters now. She was already bringing the crow back to life when I caught her. I shouted out. My daughter had a thousand gifts, but this was one I was quick to explain she must not use. We could not bring anyone back from the dead, just as we could not end a life for revenge or due to pride. What we did would come back to us, a death for a death, revenge met with vengeance. Our craft was to bring life into the world, to help with pain and sorrow, to allow love to blossom and thrive. She listened to me and nodded, but later that afternoon I spied a white crow nesting in the mulberry bushes, and I knew she’d disobeyed. I should have been stricter; I should have killed the bird myself and returned it to its grave. She had more power than I did, being strong enough to enter the world of the dead, and she would have to train herself not to show who she was inside.

Your daughter, I said to my beloved, as if he were there beside me and I could talk to him whenever I pleased. She’ll find herself in trouble if she’s not careful.

The bird that Hyacinth had brought back to life began to follow her everywhere. She named him Branoc, the Celtic word for crow. He was her familiar and had no interest in me, never coming to me when I called, not even if I set out apples and seeds. Perhaps the little crow knew I was the one who had buried him and that I would likely do so again if given the chance. Sometimes I sat out by the mulberries and thought about the year of snow and spring when Amadis came to visit for an hour and stayed all winter long. I thought about the day my daughter was born, when the hyacinth bloomed. I was glad that the witch-hunter Tom Boyle had been sent to prison for the deeds he had done and was no longer a threat to us.

My girl was five and then seven and then she was ten and then she was nearly grown. That was the way time passed now. The apple trees grew taller as I taught my daughter all I knew. How to set a love spell, how to ease a fever, how to set a curse for protection, how to harvest a garden in the dark late autumn. I understood now that love makes us all mortal. It keeps you grounded to the earth, forcing you to worry and fret over the future. Will my daughter prosper, will she be healthy, will she be kind, will she fall in love? I heard my beloved’s voice in everything my daughter said, and then his voice faded away and she was herself, our Hyacinth, who wasn’t afraid of death or of crows. Her childhood was just a chapter, but it was one that mattered. I hope that sort of happiness comes to you, Dear Reader. When it does, hold it in the palm of your hand, let it light up the night. It’s all that you have to take with you when you leave this world, but it may just be enough.





CHAPTER TWENTY

One early Sunday morning there was a rapping at Ava’s window, as if sparrows were doing their best to get into the house. It was so quiet that every sound echoed. Lilith House felt abandoned and dark, a place where anything might happen. Birds at the window, ashes in the chimney, water in the tap running black. Ava tossed off her blanket and got up from her bed. When she looked out, there was her grandmother in a dowdy coat standing on the other side of the fence, signaling to her. They hadn’t spoken since Ava discovered the truth about her father, and now she couldn’t quite imagine what could cause her grandmother to come all the way to Cambridge. If she hadn’t felt she had lost everyone dear to her, she might have pulled down the shade. Instead, she quickly slipped on jeans and a black sweater and went out, with Jack following. The dog was already growling, even before Ava and her grandmother stood face-to-face. “Why did you come here?” Ava asked.

“To talk to you,” her grandmother said.

“If you wanted to talk to me you should have done that while I was growing up,” Ava told her grandmother. “I’ve been looking for my father, and it seems you’ve done your best to keep me from ever finding out anything about him.”

“I know you’re angry that you didn’t know the truth about your father,” Jeanne Abbot said. Her eyes were red, as if she’d been crying.

“And what about my mother? Will you tell me who she was?”

“I was only protecting you,” Ava’s grandmother said.

“Well, stop it!”

“That’s why I’m here. I need you to come with me now,” Jeanne Abbot said. “It’s your father. He’s better.”

“My father?” Ava said, incredulous. “My father drowned in the Charles River.”

“No,” Jeanne Abbot told her. “We told you that to protect you. He’s been in the hospital all this time. He’s been in a deep coma, for it seemed unlikely that he’d ever be well, but now he’s back. We’ve had a miracle. We are walking through a world of miracles, Ava, and we don’t have time to waste.”

Mrs. Abbot linked her arm through Ava’s and brought her to a waiting taxi. Once they’d gotten in, Mrs. Abbot leaned forward to give the driver an address in Lexington. As soon as the taxi pulled away, Jack began chasing them, but the taxi didn’t stop. “Keep going,” Mrs. Abbot commanded. “Don’t slow down.”

Ava felt dizzy with confusion. “How can he be alive? I saw the obituary.”

“It’s what we told the newspaper so he could have peace. The same is true of his gravestone.”

“But he’s a ghost. His spirit sits on my bed when I’m sleeping.”

“Don’t say that!” Mrs. Abbot gripped Ava’s arm even more tightly and shook her. “You stupid girl. Are you trying to call up black magic? Do you think I don’t know the witchery you practice? That’s the reason. I have to do this. For your sake.”

“Do what?”

“Whatever I have to.” Jeanne Abbot’s voice was softer than usual.

Ava’s heart was pounding. Had this woman ever been anything but insincere? She looked out the back window; Jack was still chasing after them.

“You need to stop the taxi.” Ava felt pins and needles, the sort of fear that pinched.

“We have no time for that,” Jeanne Abbot informed her. “We’re on a schedule.”

Ava couldn’t see Jack anymore; the car was driving faster, and he hadn’t been able to keep up. Soon he’d be wandering the streets in the dark. “Why should I believe you?” Ava asked her grandmother, She felt as though she were still in a dream. “You lied to me before.”

“I’m your grandmother, and we are blood relations, whether you like it or not. I’ve always wanted the best for you, even though there is something amiss with you, just as there was with your mother. I curse the day my boy met her, and I always have.”

“What was so wrong with my mother?”

“It’s better not to know what you came from” was her grandmother’s guarded response.

Be prepared, don’t be swayed when the woman who had always lied to you begins to cry even if you’ve never seen her do such a thing in all your life. If you look closer you’ll see there are no tears. Crocodile tears. Crocodile mother. Put your finger on her cheek and feel how cold she is, then you’ll know a lie for what it is.

But Ava did not know. She might have questioned her grandmother further, but they had come to a wooded campus and were driving on a crooked road. The area looked bucolic, but people in the neighborhood knew it was a hospital, and not the sort they would ever wish to go to. As the taxi headed up the twisting drive, it was possible to spy a row of red-brick buildings on a hill. Here was a psychiatric hospital created with the belief that those who were ill in spirit and in mind would find solace in a restful country setting.

Ava followed her grandmother to a building, where they were buzzed inside. Once they were in the corridor, the door clicked shut and locked with an echo. Ava’s first thought was that she should not be barefoot. She had no idea that the hospital had begun as what was then called an insane asylum, for such terms weren’t used anymore. All the same, she could feel grief in the air, a spiderweb of sorrow.

“I don’t think I should be here,” she said.

Her grandmother continued to grasp her arm, saying, “We have to wait for the doctor. This is all for the best. I don’t want you to go down the wrong path.”

All at once, Ava feared her grandmother’s announcement that her father was alive was a blatant lie. “He’s not here, is he?” she asked, but instead of answering, her grandmother looked away. Ava hurried over to speak with a nurse at the check-in desk.

“Can you help me?” Ava was in a panic; cold as ice and yet sweating as if in the grip of a fever. How mad did she look with no shoes and her hair in tangles? She didn’t even have her purse. “They said my father was dead, but he isn’t. They printed an obituary and pretended to bury him, but he’s alive. And they won’t tell me where he is or who my mother is. She may be a witch.”

Ava was stuttering as she spoke, her fear causing her to be almost incoherent. The nurse gave her a skeptical look, particularly when she mentioned that her mother was a witch, a not uncommon delusion. The nurse signaled to two orderlies, who approached and stood on either side of Ava.

“Okay, let me understand,” the nurse said flatly. She gave the impression that she was someone who’d heard just about everything. Every excuse, every fear, every fantasy. “Your dead father is alive, and your mother is a witch. Is that what you’re telling me?”

The nurse had begun to take notes, and she spoke to Ava as if she were a four-year-old, and that was when Ava knew she shouldn’t have said anything at all. This was some form of punishment. Sure enough, she looked over her shoulder to spy her grandmother being let out the locked door.

“Wait for me,” Ava cried. She tried to follow but was grabbed from behind, her sleeve pushed up so she could be injected with a tranquilizer. “Don’t you dare,” Ava said. But it was over and done. She fell to the floor amid a haze of muffled voices, and the world turned dark.

Ava awoke to discover she’d been carried down the hall and was in a room with more locks on the door, locks she couldn’t open with an incantation because the shot they had given her, a large dose of Thorazine, took away her power to escape. She begged and pleaded and told them who she was, and the orderlies snickered, laughing over how she claimed to be a witch. Miss Witch, they called her. Abracadabra, they said.

Night fell before Ava realized she’d best stop fighting. She stayed where she was, in a chair overlooking the vast lawn, waiting for the light. There were the crows on the grass, or were they only black stones? She felt dead inside, dead and buried, without memory or magic. The idea of her father being alive had been a trick to get her here. Did her grandmother think this was what she needed? To be shocked into being normal, drugged into forgetting the secrets she’d stumbled upon? That talk about her father had been a lie told for only one reason: to get her into the taxi. The nurses assured her that her grandmother just wanted her to get well and not think she was a witch and not believe in black magic. She had always wanted her to be an ordinary girl, hadn’t she? Didn’t they all?

One of the nurses who had a kind nature came to brush her hair after it had been clipped short. She claimed that many people came here and improved after treatment, some of them brilliant and creative, professors and students and artists. She vowed that Ava would get better, too, but Ava still had enough of the sight to see inside other women in the common room; she saw the tragic stories they carried in silence, the children they’d lost, the men who had threatened them. Maybe the Lilith Society had only served to inflame what was nothing more than a troubled mind. Apples on windowsills, white paper crows, leaping from trees and never falling, black blood, a love that would last beyond time—all of it seemed like a story to her now, a fairy tale spun into a web of lies. A wolf on the lawn was howling and she could sleep only when they gave her the shot.

“Close your eyes,” a nurse said to her. “Have sweet dreams.”

But her dreams were a dark jumble, red boots in the mud, women being chased across the Cambridge Common, apples that were rotten when you cut them in two, men who walked away without looking back, an eleventh finger chopped off in a doctor’s office. Don’t cry, the doctor in her dreams said in a stern tone.

Ava began to have sessions with a psychiatrist, a nice enough man named Dr. Henry, who said she was safe in his office and could say whatever she wished.

“Really?” Ava said with a bitter laugh. “Anything?” I’m a witch, I lost my parents, I am lost, I’m in love with the wrong man, I could set this place on fire if you would stop filling me with drugs, I could jump out the window and fly. How can I be ordinary if that is my nature?

“You have to trust someone,” the doctor said.

But who would that be? It seemed now that the only person who had ever been truly honest with her was Lauren. Lauren told the truth, even when it was hurtful, and she really listened, even though she mostly disagreed with Ava’s positive outlook. Lauren saw the world as treacherous, and now Ava thought perhaps her friend had been right all along. She shook her head and refused to tell the doctor anything about herself. She thought of the first witch of Cambridge and how she’d always tried her best to create a world free of witch-hunters. If Rose Bridewell were here, she would have fought back, but Ava had been trained to be polite and well mannered and the medication had humbled her, so that she was once more the girl who went to bed on time and never questioned anyone.

“Let’s start with this,” Dr. Henry said. “Do you know why you’re here?”

“Because my grandmother wants me to be locked up.”

“No. It’s because you’re seeing things that aren’t real,” the doctor said. “Your thinking is confused.”

“I hear a wolf outside.”

The doctor peered out to see that indeed a beast of a dog was there circling, for Jack had found his way to the hospital. “It’s a dog,” the doctor assured her. “That’s what I mean, Ava. You’re confused. There are no wolves near Boston.”

Ava would have leapt from the window if it hadn’t been locked with a key; she would have run into the woods with Jack and never returned. Now that she was medicated she had no choice except to stay where she was, but all at once she could see herself as others saw her. Ava Abbot, brought in by her concerned grandmother, a delusional Radcliffe student who believed in ghosts and was convinced she was a witch.

“As for ghosts,” the doctor went on, “that’s sheer fantasy. Has there ever been proof that such imaginings exist? Can you touch them, feel them, see their footsteps?”

Ava wondered what else she’d imagined. Had the black apples and the tapping on the window glass at night been real? She shook her head, defeated. “I might be confused,” she admitted.

The doctor nodded, pleased. They were getting somewhere. “I’ll ask again. Why are you here?”

“Because I need help,” Ava recited, knowing this was what the doctor wished to hear. “I’ll do my best.”

She thought of Jamie, and how he had never shown up for her. How he always left when she needed him most. He was the sort of man who was charming but not dependable, who was so hurt he couldn’t even see how he hurt others. She wanted to slap him, she wanted to wake him up, she wanted him to come for her and tell them they were the mad ones, but she had no idea where he was. Likely in a bar, playing some stupid game like darts, more of a boy than a man, really. The thing about you, Lauren had told Ava one night, is that you can really love someone. It’s not so easy for some of us.

Ava held out her hand and was given two blue pills along with two orange ones. She already felt so empty she imagined she might disappear. Maybe this was what people who couldn’t love felt like. Breathe in and breathe out. Be invisible. Never return. She thought of the women in jails in Salem at the time of the first witch, the ones who confessed in order to ensure a night’s rest, who would admit anything so they wouldn’t be tied to a stool and plunged into the river until they hadn’t a single breath left. I am who you say I am. I have no choice. I am mad. I am having visions. At night she dreamed that she was ascending over the apple orchard. From high above she could see the house where she’d grown up. Fly away, witch girl, all the girls in town called to her. I’ll stitch up your mouth with black thread, her grandmother told her when she asked about the apples on her windowsill. In her dreams, she lit a match, then sat in the branches of the tree outside the window of her hospital room as she watched every bit of it burn.



When days had passed and Ava hadn’t returned to Lilith House, Lauren realized that the scar in the palm of her hand was burning brightly. When she asked around, the only person who had recently seen Ava was a next-door neighbor who had caught sight of her getting into a taxi, which was out of character, because taxis were expensive, and Ava usually walked or took the bus. Lauren found her way to Jamie’s apartment. Even though she couldn’t stand him, even though there were times when she thought they were too alike in always putting themselves first, she thought he might know where Ava might be.

He was sitting on the steps of the ramshackle house in North Cambridge where he rented a room, ignoring his classwork in favor of reading a novel by Kurt Vonnegut Jr. called Player Piano, a dystopian vision of an automated world in which the need for humans had been wiped away and life had become meaningless.

“Not you,” he said when he saw Lauren. In his opinion she was a clever, selfish girl who didn’t give a shit about anyone but herself. If a ship went down, Jamie was certain Lauren would manage to survive while everyone else floundered. “Are you here to torture me?”

“Do you know where she is?” Lauren asked.

“Do you think Ava gives me her schedule? She doesn’t speak to me.”

The sister of a classmate Jamie had known in boarding school arrived by taxi to tour Radcliffe. She had told her parents that she would be bunking with a girlfriend for the weekend, but the truth was she thought the visit might be the beginning of a fling with Jamie, something she and every girl she knew in Sudbury had hoped for. The visitor got out of the cab, dragging her suitcase behind her, a bright smile on her pretty, young face.

“Really?” Lauren said, disgusted as the obviously infatuated girl approached. “You’ve already got someone new? You couldn’t wait five minutes?”

“She’s here to look at schools. She’s nothing.”

“Is that what I am?” the girl said, taking offense and sadly realizing that what people said about Jamie being selfish was correct. She made a snap decision to get back in the cab and go to stay with her friend, but it was too late. Lauren had run over and already flung herself into the backseat, and now the taxi was pulling away.

Jamie stood in the road watching the cab disappear even though he could hear the girl who’d arrived shout for him to help her get another taxi. “You are so rude,” she declared, and he couldn’t have agreed with her more. He would have given anything to go after Ava, but if he did his family would ruin her life. He knew that his ancestor May Mather had chosen to give up magic, but surely there had been times when she’d wished to disappear into the fields of hyacinth and let the magic of the world wash over her. Standing there in the road, Jamie realized that he was no different. He wished he could do that, too.



Lauren questioned several drivers at the taxi garage and at last found one who remembered an old woman who had picked up a barefoot girl with red hair.

“She was a looker,” the driver said.

Lauren gave him a hard stare. “Just tell me where you took her.”

The older woman had asked they be driven out to Fairfield Hospital in a nearby suburb. Lauren immediately got into the taxi, demanding a ride to the same location.

“And don’t stop for red lights,” she told the cabbie, and since he was a Boston driver, he didn’t find this an unusual request and was happy to oblige. Once they had set off, Lauren brushed her hair and dabbed on some lipstick so that she would seem presentable. Just a visitor and nothing more. Her mouth was red, and she could taste blood. She was in a fury already. That grandmother of Ava’s was most likely claiming that Ava was in the grip of a psychotic episode, imagining that she was a witch or a demon. She likely would have said anything to have them lock Ava away.

“What are you staring at?” Lauren demanded when she caught the cabbie eyeing her in the rearview mirror.

“You,” he said bashfully.

“You wouldn’t like me if you knew me,” Lauren told him.

All the same, when she glanced at herself in the mirror, she saw that she had changed. Her skin had lost some of its pallor. Her eyes were more gold than brown. She’d heard that doing a good deed could change you, and that worried her. She wanted to keep the cold, dark heart she’d worked so hard to create so that she would never be hurt again, but here she was, on her way to rescue someone.

When they arrived at the hospital, Lauren got out, having given the driver a twenty so he would wait for her. She entered the admissions office and asked if she could see her sister. Who could deny her access to a blood relation, and weren’t they sisters of a sort?

“Sorry, darling,” an orderly told her, and she didn’t like the way he looked at her. She glared at him with her sharp, clear eyes and chanted soror mea soror mea until he remembered that he, too, had a sister who had troubles of her own, and so he looked for Ava Abbot in the patient directory. She was in a building called Harte House. He might have asked for a kiss as payment on any other occasion—he had no manners—but if he did something so boorish, he might never be able to face his own sister again. Once Lauren was gone, he wondered if he might have imagined the girl who had spoken to him, for he didn’t even hear her go out the door. She’d merely disappeared; perhaps she had been nothing more than a fantasy.

It was a large campus, with dozens of buildings and extensive lawns. Lauren did her best to make her own way, intending not to draw attention to herself by asking anyone official for directions. When the hospital first opened, the clientele was extremely wealthy and doctors and patients would play badminton together. Women wore white, gauzy dresses and had their hair washed by their own maids, and picnics were held on the lawn. But this day, the grounds were deserted; there were a few nurses taking their break, chattering about work, and two young men tossed a ball back and forth without much interest. A young blond woman sat on a bench. She threw Lauren an amused look when Lauren sat next to her and offered her a cigarette, which she gratefully accepted.

“This is against the rules,” the young woman said, also accepting a light and inhaling. “Thanks.”

“I’m looking for Harte House,” Lauren said.

“You don’t want to go there. It’s a lockup. They do horrible things to you until you become ordinary. By the time they’re through, you’ve become nothing but air. I learned the game, and now I have privileges, if you call sitting on a bench a privilege.”

“Why are you here?” Lauren asked, for her new companion seemed perfectly fine.

The young woman gave a tiny shrug. “I’m a victim of my own introspection. What about you?” She narrowed her brown eyes. “Depression? Obsession? Mania? Sexual perversion?”

“I’m here to rescue someone.”

“I’m here because I’m afraid of getting older. I am afraid of getting married and being normal and living my life to please others but never myself. Spare me from cooking three meals a day, spare me from the relentless cage of routine and rote. I want to be free. I want, I think, to be omniscient. Know all, tell all, write all.”

Lauren realized that she had stumbled upon a poet. She wondered if the other young woman’s fingers were ink stained, if she thought in rhyme, if she felt the same sort of loneliness that Lauren did, the kind that could be cured only by words. “What do you write?” Lauren asked.

“Anything. Everything.” She gave Lauren a knowing look. “Just like you.”

“I’m not a writer,” Lauren said. “Not really.”

The blond woman choked back a laugh. “I say the same thing. I tell them I’m nothing, but inside I am everything. I’m on fire. They just can’t know it, or they’ll drown me alive.”

The young woman poet seemed broken in some ways and strong in others.

“They told me my father died,” the poet said, “but they’re always lying to me, so I lie right back. They think I made it all up inside my head.”

“Well, then to hell with them.” Lauren paused. She could rescue two as well as one. “Do you want to leave here? I can take you anywhere you want to go.”

“By broomstick?”

They both laughed.

“Actually, by taxi. I’ve got one waiting for me out on the road.”

“I thought you were a witch,” the poet said, clearly disappointed. “I was sure of it. I can usually sense them.”

“I am, but we don’t use brooms. We pretend to be perfectly normal.”

The poet laughed. “I’m one, too. I eat men like air. I can see what others never can.” She admitted she had attempted suicide and had had a series of dreadful electroshock treatments at another hospital that had driven her further into herself. “Go rescue your friend,” the poet told her. “Then write about it. I’ll just have to rescue myself. That’s always the way unless you have a good friend like you.”

“I’m not a good friend. I’m not good at all,” Lauren said.

“Oh, bullshit,” the poet said. “You’re looking in a mirror when you should be looking into your soul.”

Lauren realized she had taken the poet’s hand, which wasn’t like her at all. She felt her heart melting inside her chest. She felt like crying, as a matter of fact.

“If you’re a witch, can you tell my fortune before you go?” the poet asked. She didn’t sound as fierce now. She sounded frightened. She sounded as if she knew the end of her story.

Lauren then saw that the poet wouldn’t be rescued. Instead, she would marry and make three meals a day, but despite that veil of normalcy, and the husband and children she would have, she would never be like anyone else. Each word she wrote would be beautiful and fierce.

“Everything you write will be remembered,” Lauren promised.

“That’s not the important part,” the poet said, sure of herself. “The important part is doing it. Even when they tell you not to.” She narrowed her eyes. “Make me believe in you. If you’re really a witch, show me who you are.”

Lauren unbuttoned her shirt and slipped it off, and there were the black letters that defined her, every word that meant something to her, words she dreamed about and used in her poems.

“Did it hurt?” the poet asked of her tattoos.

“Not at all,” Lauren said, thinking of Carrick. “I think I fell in love because of it.”

“I try to stay away from that,” the poet responded, and they both almost laughed, and they might have if they had been other people, but they were themselves.

“People say it’s fun,” the poet said. “Falling in love.”

“Well, that’s bullshit, too.”

They exchanged a look, and then faint smiles. Lauren was aware that some mistakes could ruin you forever if you weren’t careful. She would have stayed and continued their conversation, but the poet pointed out that beyond the hedges there was an entrance to one of the tunnels used by the staff during inclement weather. The tunnels were also the secret way to go from building to building, to do what they told you not to. The system had been put into place in the late nineteenth century so even if eight feet of snow fell it was still possible to move around the campus.

“Go and don’t feel guilty,” the poet said, stubbing out her cigarette. “If you stay here any longer, they’ll find you.”

They would have embraced if they had been other people, but instead they smiled at one another before Lauren went across the lawn. She found the entrance, and when she opened the door, she came upon a stairway leading underground. Roots had broken through the concrete in several places, and spiders hung by silken threads. She held on to the wooden banister and soon arrived at the lower level, where there was a linoleum floor and a few dim lights set into the ceiling. The plumbing system ran along the tunnels, and it was said bodies were transported through it if need be. Several doors said RESTRICTED, for they led into rooms for animal testing or electroshock therapy.

There was a darkness here that was almost suffocating, and it was difficult to get one’s bearings. Lauren sat on the floor cross-legged and took some sage and a box of matches. When she set the herb alight, it flickered to the right; she stomped out the little flame and went on, turning right, until she reached a closet where some white jackets were stored. She slipped on one with a name tag so that she was now an attendant named Martha Cooke. She opened the door to the next set of stairs and took them two at a time. She spoke a spell out loud so that the nurse at the desk would recognize her as Martha Cooke. She was plain and unsmiling and not at all suspect.

“Just checking in on our Little Miss Witch,” Lauren said in her guise as Martha the attendant.

“Getting her ready for her treatment tomorrow,” the woman at the desk said. “Electroshock. That should quiet her down.” She leaned forward and spoke confidentially. “It’s the strangest thing. Every time we cut her hair, it keeps growing back, so we have to keep cutting it. She’s peculiar, all right.” Lauren was handed a razor and a pair of scissors. “Give it a go.”

“I’ll do my best,” Lauren said.

She went down a hallway, so filled with sorrow and confusion that she felt dizzy. This place could do that to you, and she had the urge to flee—not that she would, for she had spied Ava in a chair by the window. Her beautiful long hair had been shorn and was choppy. She wore gray pajamas and heavy woolen socks and was gazing out at the view in a sort of daze.

Ava thought she’d seen Jack’s shadow, but she decided her eyes were playing tricks on her, for that was surely impossible. When she heard her name spoken, her expression was blank. She was going crazy here. That was the only explanation for thinking that the attendant in a white coat who was approaching was someone she knew. The attendant had pale hair and sharp little teeth. “Something’s wrong with me,” Ava said when the attendant came closer. “I think my father might be dead, but I saw him sitting on the edge of my bed. And there’s a wolf outside waiting for me.”

“Nothing is wrong with you,” Lauren said. “Your father’s spirit is watching over you, and the wolf is your dog, Jack. People here make it all seem very complicated, but it’s not. It’s simple. We’re going to jump out the window and get the hell out of here.”

Ava blinked. She had begun to recognize the woman beside her. She was a friend or an enemy, or both; she was a person who had hurt her, but she was here for her now. “You’re Lauren,” Ava said.

“Like it or not.” Lauren nodded. “It’s me.”

The window was so covered with ivy no one had bothered to lock it or nail it shut. There would later be a hearing and the custodial staff would be blamed, and after that the windows would be checked more carefully. But for now, Lauren was able to open this window; she sliced through the meshing with her jackknife before beginning to hack at the vines.

“You first,” Lauren told Ava. “If you please.”

“I’ll fall. I know I will. They took something away. I have no power.”

“We’re only two stories up. We don’t have to fly, we can jump.” Lauren tugged Ava closer to the window. “You’ll be fine,” she assured her. “Just look where you’re going.”

It was true that Ava could see more clearly now. The tranquilizer was wearing off, and she realized that she was in a hospital and had been in a medicated trance. She’d been dreaming about apple trees; they couldn’t take that away from her. She used to fly off the roof of the house in Genesis, in the spring when the landscape was a shimmering green. Now everything outside was yellow and gold. She slipped out the window and held on to the vines. Her heart was beating so fast she imagined that it wouldn’t be possible to keep it inside her chest much longer. It would burst if she didn’t do something. If she didn’t make the leap, her heart would fly away without her, so she simply let go.

As it happened, there was an apple tree outside the window. The spirit of her father had disappeared into the falling dark, departing the way ghosts often do when it’s not necessary to see them anymore. Ava closed her eyes, forcing herself back into a waking sleep so she might see him again, but she couldn’t. She was awake and he was gone. The cellist who was in a car on an icy road, that’s who he’d been once upon a time. The cello was in the backseat, along with a baby. There were no car seats, so the baby was in a laundry basket, covered with a blanket decorated with sheep. And then it happened. The unexpected. The thing that had changed her life.

She saw it all now that her mind had cleared. How her parents had struggled to grab her, how the river water had rushed in, how her mother had floated, even though she’d done her best to go under to save her husband. Witches always rise, and mortal men can drown easily, falling deeper and deeper into the muddy tide, and despite his wife’s struggle to go after him, she rose to the surface every time she tried to dive after him, her child in her arms.

The rescuers found him too late, and the woman who’d saved Ava wept on the bank of the Charles River. Ava remembered all of it now. She could already talk and was so advanced she could read a few letters but she forgot all of that, and afterward she was mute for a year and read only when no one else was around. Now she remembered the cold water, the cold air, the cold heart inside her beating once more. They had to take her mother away in the ambulance by force because she wouldn’t leave her husband’s waterlogged body alone on the grass. She tried to fight them off, but they took her anyway, and when she ran off from the hospital, likely fearing an examination that would show what her bloodline was, the grandparents were called to come for Ava. She was in the police station when they arrived. She asked for her daddy and her mama, and when she was told they were gone, she stopped talking. She didn’t say another word. They brought her warm, dry clothes. They brushed her hair. They told her a story about a girl being rescued from an underground world where every day lasted for seven years and all the women were witches. She would be fine, they told her, but she knew it was a lie.

Not long after, at the courthouse on Third Street in Cambridge, Christopher Abbot’s parents were granted custody. By the time her mother recovered from the loss of her husband, the judge thought a woman who let someone else care for her child wasn’t worthy of claiming her. She became someone searching for the little girl she wasn’t fit to raise, who would be safer in the woods of Maine. She had been convinced of that, but she couldn’t stop looking for her child. Sometimes Ava’s mother would take the bus to Maine and walk through the orchards. Late at night she would stand outside the window that was double-locked and rest her hand on the windowpane, and the ice would melt and her daughter would hear something that sounded like brambles rapping against the glass. She didn’t fly to the orchard, she took the bus, then walked from town, so she looked like any ordinary woman in mourning. But she wasn’t ordinary in the least, and she was still someone’s mother. The girl on the other side of the window was Ava Bridewell Abbot, the love of her life, and she left black apples in the hope that her little girl wouldn’t forget who she was.

Ava remembered it all now as she stood on the window ledge of the hospital. She stumbled and might have fallen if Lauren hadn’t grabbed her hand.

“You’ll be safe,” Lauren vowed.

It was dusk and the rising moon was silver. The air was still and thin, air they could disappear into. Be careful, be ready, beware, that’s what her mother had whispered through the window glass. Even when she couldn’t hear, Ava could read her lips.

We fly together.

It was the September equinox, the season when lives come full circle, when one journey ends, and another begins. There were women at the windows in the hospital buildings, locked in their rooms, who watched them escape. Some were writing poems about them, some were offering up prayers, all were wishing them the best as they leapt from the window. It was perfect weather, but anyone could tell it would be winter soon enough. Jack had been chased off by a gardener, but he was there in the bushes, waiting for her.

The ground was hard as they tumbled down. There were purple asters that looked black in the dim light. They rose up and, without stopping for a breath, they ran along, with Jack leading the way. The taxi driver was napping until Lauren and Ava tumbled into the car, with Jack jumping in after them.

“Hey,” the driver said, alarmed. “Is that a wolf?”

“He’s a dog,” Lauren assured the driver.

“I’ve seen dogs.” The driver was hesitant as he eyed the creature in the backseat.

“Well, now you’re seeing another,” Lauren said. She handed over a second twenty. That should be enough to shut him up. “Take us to Cambridge.”

The cabbie did exactly as he was asked to do, speeding off along the dark road. Lauren and Ava rolled down the windows and closed their eyes and imagined they were flying. All the trees were black, and the moon was rising in the sky. They weren’t ghosts locked away; they were very much alive. They called out with joy when they passed over the Cambridge city line and threw their arms around one another.

At Lilith House, they went into the garden and sat on the bench. They were all alone, and the house was dark. Lauren had forgotten to turn on any lamps.

“Did you do all this so I’ll forgive you?” Ava asked.

“Have you forgiven me?”

“I was always going to. No matter what.”

Lauren had the scissors given to her by the nurse, and she now carefully trimmed the ends of Ava’s hair so it would be less choppy and uneven. When she was done, there was Ava, still so beautiful she didn’t look human. She looked like a fairy in an underground world where she would always be safe from human cruelty. They might have cried, but they didn’t. Instead, they went into the kitchen, and Lauren fixed tomato sandwiches, and she watched Ava eat as if she’d been starved. Lauren thought of the poet outside on good behavior. She thought of the lawn where patients had once played tennis with their psychiatrists, then had tea parties inside large white tents that were set up beneath the darkening sky. Lauren wished the poet’s fate would change, but as they had sat together on the bench smoking cigarettes in the dim light, Lauren knew that it wouldn’t. Some people had the chance to fly away, and others didn’t, and it wasn’t fair, but it was true all the same.

“I dreamed of Jamie all the while I was there,” Ava told Lauren. It was a waking vision, one she had in hallways and in the doctor’s office and while she looked out the window. “He’d buried his heart under an apple tree, and I couldn’t find it. Then you came and we dug beneath the tree together. But the ground was bleeding, and we still couldn’t find it. Maybe he doesn’t have one after all.”

That was when Lauren knew she had a rare opportunity. She could undo what had been done.

“He has a heart,” she told Ava. “He broke up with you because his family threatened to have your scholarship ended if he didn’t. I was afraid to tell you. I thought you might get yourself thrown out of school.”

Ava didn’t have to think twice. “Go find him,” she said. She was owed that at least. “Get him back.”

And that was what Lauren did, returning to North Cambridge and knocking on his door. At first, Jamie didn’t speak to her; he tried to close the door, but she used all her strength to keep it open so he would listen. At last, when he was made to understand what had happened, he grabbed his coat. He and Lauren rushed to Lilith House together, not saying a word. They were two headstrong people who wanted the best for someone they loved. They didn’t even hate each other anymore. By the time they arrived, the hour was late. Lauren went to wake Ava, who had fallen asleep on the couch. They looked out the window together, and there Jamie was, wearing his black coat, his hands stuffed in his pockets. He looked worried as he paced back and forth. He was remorseful and nervous, but he had come for her, and it was true, he’d had a heart all along.





THE FIRST WITCH OF CAMBRIDGE

1707

Dear Reader,

Eventually, Increase Mather resigned from Harvard, for he would not yield to the school’s demands, refusing to move to Cambridge. He wanted nothing to do with the clay marshes and the murky river and the women in black who gathered on the common land. Soon after, his son the Reverend Cotton Mather, said to be the one to follow in his father’s position, was overlooked when the next president of Harvard was appointed. Cotton Mather immediately announced that he felt the school wasn’t staying true to its Calvinist ideals of Puritanism. Thereafter, he would throw himself into the wilds of Connecticut to create a school that would become Yale, named after the Boston benefactor Elihu Yale, who’d made his money in diamonds from southern India.

What these men might or might not do didn’t matter to me, for Mistress Mather had saved me from prison and given me my new life. When she sent a servant with a note asking me to come see her, I did so that very day, asking no questions and needing no reasons. I hadn’t seen her in the years since my daughter, Hyacinth, was born, though we had sent letters to one another. I avoided the Mather family, for, in truth, I feared them. There were few others who had been as cruel and heartless to those said to practice witchcraft. When I received May’s note, I cut open a winter apple, and there among the black seeds I saw her sorrowful future. I understood there was very little time left for us to say our goodbyes, for she was calling me to her deathbed.

I brought my daughter with me across the river to Boston, even though it was nearly winter, with ice already forming in the shallows. When we arrived, Increase Mather was weeping in his study and didn’t bother to greet me. He’d never cared for me. Perhaps he thought his wife had sacrificed too much for me, and it was likely he wished she had left me where she found me, in a ward for criminals and madwomen. Leave her here, I’d heard him whisper to her the first night I spent in their rented rooms in London. If you take her to Boston, you’ll regret it. But she never had regretted her decision. I’d made sure of that.

Fortunately Cotton Mather wasn’t in the house when I arrived. I should have learned to hide my feelings by then, but had he seen me he would have known nothing had changed from the day we sat in the carriage on the way to Salem and he slipped his hand beneath my skirt. I tried not to think about that journey; I’d blocked it from my mind as if it had happened to someone else.

May Mather was in her bed in the darkened room. Her children had gathered around, but now they left us together so that I could say goodbye. The physician had come to bleed and purge Mistress Mather, something I would never have allowed had I been there, for all that served to do was weaken her further and convince them that her black blood weakened her. Such practices adhered to the belief that we carry the evil of original sin inside us and have to rid ourselves of it. I had seen evil, and I knew it wasn’t inside Mistress Mather. I’d brought a syrup of poppy and sage to relieve her pain, along with belladonna to ease her journey into the next world. She was grateful for all I did, and she wept when she saw my daughter. Here was life. Here was the future.

“I didn’t know how ill Amadis was,” she told me with regret. “It was a mistake to have sent him to you.”

“You weren’t wrong to do so. Look at the gift he gave me.”

May Mather gazed at Hyacinth’s face. “What do you want for her?” she asked.

“Everything” was my answer. “The whole wide world.”

Hyacinth signaled to me, and I leaned down so that my daughter could whisper that she had seen Mistress Mather’s death in the room with us. Hyacinth had the sight in a deep way. She saw both life and death; they stood beside her, one to the left, the other to the right. She was usually calm regarding such matters, for they were a natural part of life, but now my daughter was distressed. Every time my mistress breathed out, the air was gray, for her breath was shallow in her chest. “Can we save her?” Hyacinth asked. She had such a pure, clear voice. I shook my head, because it was impossible, and Hyacinth began to cry.

If Mistress Mather hadn’t stopped in the prison, if she hadn’t taken me to Boston, if she hadn’t sent me my beloved, Hyacinth would not be here now. Snow was falling, and it was as if we were in a globe. True friendship isn’t easy to find, but when you do find it, it is the greatest gift. When that happens you rescue one another, you do so again and again, until it is no longer possible. The hour of the impossible had arrived. Life was slipping away from my mistress.

I burned birch bark in a small brass bowl, then opened the window and watched the smoke spiral into the air. Birch trees signify birth, but also rebirth. I had carved Hyacinth’s cradle from birch, and burning birch shavings would help to carry my dear benefactress to the other side. The snow on the windowsill had turned black, marking the fact that May was slipping away. When my mother was hanged, I watched her spirit leave her, and I had carried her spirit with me ever since. The time had come once more for death to enter the room. I went to my mistress and took her hand. I did my best to give her some of the strength my mother had given to me. I told her we would never leave one another, and that the end of life was not the end of love.

“I brought evil into the world,” Mistress Mather said. I knew she meant her son Cotton, whose philosophy and writings had encouraged the deaths of nineteen women in Salem, fourteen by hanging. She had wanted everything for him, she had suffered to bring him into the world and had loved him with all her heart, but there are things beyond one’s control, and her son had made his own fate. “I should have told him the truth about his background, for I fear there is a war inside him, and he will never accept who he truly is. He hates himself, and therefore he hates those he most resembles. How can I ever leave this world and be blessed?”

She needed to be forgiven, and although I was not a reverend, I had been a daughter to her, and if a daughter cannot bless you, who can?

“You also brought so much good into the world,” I told her.

The snow outside was ending. The world was quiet now. I understood why men feared women’s knowledge, and their power. We did not have to speak to be heard. The light was fading into a bleak afternoon. It was difficult to tell the difference between the sky and the earth.

“This will be the last snow I will ever see,” Mistress Mather said. “And the last we’ll see of each other.”

I thought of how she had lifted me up and given me grace, and now I leaned close and whispered, “You can let go.” I told her we would find each other inside the beating heart of the earth. They say witches cannot cry, but in that moment my daughter saw me weep for the first time. She saw that my tears were black.

“Mama, what are we?” Hyacinth asked. Her realization that we were not like other people had frightened her.

“Today we are women in mourning,” I said. “And tomorrow we will remember the beauty of the world.”

Mistress Mather’s daughters and daughters-in-law had remained in the hallway, afraid of the specter of death. Even my daughter knew that death could not be caught from another, nor could it be denied. Mistress Mather passed from this life at three in the afternoon, the same hour she had found me in Bridewell prison. The circle was closed. Not long after I had washed her hands and feet to rid her of the ills of this world, Cotton Mather burst into the room. He knelt beside his mother, but he did not weep. He was cold, colder than he’d ever been. I pitied my mistress; she’d had a son who felt nothing, someone who couldn’t even mourn his mother.

“Perhaps we should suspect she’s been poisoned,” he said to me as if I’d had a hand in my mistress’s death.

“I loved her completely,” I told him. “I was merely by her side.”

I did not say, If you want to look for blame, turn to face a looking glass, but he clearly knew my thoughts.

“You’ll get what you deserve,” Mather told me. I could see that the more he wanted me, the more he despised me. He had a wife, and would soon have another, but some men can never have enough. When he looked at me, he saw a woman who couldn’t be controlled.

“As will we all,” I responded.

It was dangerous to speak to a man like Mather in such a tone, as if it were a curse, but I was glad I did. I saw the pride in Hyacinth’s eyes when she gazed at me. This is who we are, I wanted to tell her. Women who cannot be coerced, who will rise from the ashes, who never lose sight of who they are.

Mather searched my bag for poison and found the belladonna and apple seeds. By then his father and brothers and sisters had come up to my mistress’s chambers, all weeping and keening.

“We should call the constables,” Cotton announced.

“Nonsense,” his father said. “Your mother would not wish for us to punish her, especially not for deeds that were never done.”

Outside the window I saw the bat that was May Mather’s familiar; it had risen into the air, and I felt that my mistress’s spirit had risen as well. Her familiar flew away soon enough, for there was nothing in this house anymore that would cause it to stay. Everything that had once been here had all been lost.

As I was ushered out the back entrance, one of the Mathers’ housemaids came rushing after me. “She wanted you to have this,” she said, looking nervous.

The girl held out an onyx necklace, a strand of black beads with a hanging pendant. I recognized it as the one Mistress Mather had been wearing when she rescued me from prison. She never went a day without wearing it and kept it beneath her clothing as if it were a personal amulet. I looped the necklace around my throat even though the stones were cold. The housemaid was even more nervous when we noticed Cotton Mather watching us.

I should have remembered what my own mother had told me. Cross a river once, and you will likely be fine. Cross the same river twice, and there may be danger. I wasn’t aware that left-handed magic could follow you no matter where you went. It could reach across rivers, and counties, and worlds. Cotton Mather had the darkest eyes and a gaze that could bore right through you if you didn’t know how to protect yourself, if you didn’t carry amulets and apple seeds to drive away evil, if you thought a river could divide you, if you believed that death ended the past and that all you had to do was turn away and you would be free.

As I left, I felt the eye that I always carried for protection burning in its tin. The witch-hunter’s eye was my amulet of protection, and I’d kept it even when he was sent to prison. I hoped it would save me from Cotton Mather’s ill intentions, for he could hold a fire in his hands, he could make branches fall from the trees, he could watch an innocent woman hang and not feel anything at all. Hyacinth and I made our way to the ferry, and when we arrived on the other side, I stood among the reeds and threw a curse across the river, ensuring that Cotton Mather would never be the president of either Harvard or Yale.

The light was fading, and I was glad to return to Cambridge with my daughter. I had no idea that on that day of sorrow for my mistress, I had been cursed as well. The birds in the marsh arose all at once, as if they had agreed there were better places to be than Cambridge, but not for me. Hyacinth sat before me, and I ran my horse fast, too fast probably. When we reached the Common, I didn’t see the iron wire stretched out before us from tree to tree. When Duke crashed to the ground, all I could think of was my daughter. I held her tight as we tumbled down, pushing her away so that my horse would not fall upon her. He broke his leg when he thundered down, and I was so shocked I was slow to rise. Hyacinth had landed beneath a bramble bush, stunned and bruised. That was when I saw him. Time had passed so quickly I hadn’t kept track of it, but now here it was, the time of vengeance. I had forgotten the man with one eye, but he hadn’t forgotten me.

Tom Boyle had been released from prison. His benefactor had paid his way out, and that man was Cotton Mather. Both men had scores to settle with me. I hadn’t realized that all the while I kept the witch-hunter’s eye in the tin I carried, it had been watching me. That was the reason Boyle could follow me so easily. Once I was on the ground, the first thing he did was pin me down and rifle through my clothes while I tried to fight him off. None of my spell work or chanting affected him. I cried out when Boyle hit me, and my cheek turned black and bruised. I tasted blood in my mouth, and when I spat it out it was black, and the grass grew tall in that place, as it always would. Boyle found the tin, opened it, then plucked his eye out of its container.

“This is my only payment, for my task is a pleasure, even if Cotton Mather hadn’t paid me to follow you, though I took his offer to pay for my freedom from prison. In exchange I do his bidding.”

Tom Boyle shoved the eye back in the hollow socket, and it stayed in place, cloudier than the other, but with a piercing look. He had my hands tied behind my back in an instant, and although I tried again to use incantations of destruction and of revenge, the words of magic all melted in my mouth. That was when I realized the onyx necklace had been not a token from my mistress but a dark enchantment sent by Cotton Mather which he hoped would destroy me.

Because of the powers of the amulet, I could not speak magic or call it to me; my gift and my inheritance had been erased. My mistress had wished to be ordinary, a wife with no magical talent and no life outside their home. The necklace was an ancient charm, once used in Babylonia to catch witches and strip them of their powers. It was called the circle of darkness, sold to Increase Mather by a trader who had bought it from a British thief who had stolen it from a castle after a crusader had brought back magical artifacts from Jerusalem. May Mather received it as a wedding present, and in return she wore it as a gift to her husband. Wear it, and you would lose everything you had once been. You could not understand the birds, the stars, the moon, your own thoughts. The future would become blank, the present a mystery; a veil would be lowered over your eyes, for you would have lost the sight. Cotton Mather had tricked me. He had taken my soul from my body, and I was stranded here with nothing inside me.

My captor threw the tail end of the rope he had looped around my neck over a branch of the hanging tree, then tightened it so that I had no possibility of wriggling out of his hold.

“Now we’ll be done with you,” he said with a sneer.

I was frantic in my concern for Hyacinth, fearing that he’d find her or that she’d be abandoned on her own. The weather was frightful and bitter, cold enough to freeze a girl left out overnight. But then I spied my daughter sitting beneath the thornbushes and I knew she was safe. That was when I saw Amelia Bell from Lilith House watching us. She cursed Tom Boyle then and there.

She spoke words I failed to recognize in a language I had never before heard. It was left-handed magic, the sort you use when you are desperate, when you have no other choice. That was when the crows appeared, a cloud in the sky, a thousand or more, including the one that had plucked out my oppressor’s eye, the white crow who had risen from the dead. They swooped down to attack him, allowing me the opportunity to hurriedly untie my hands and lift the rope from my throat. I slipped off the necklace, the cursed object that had robbed me of my power, and then went forward to Tom Boyle, who lay on the ground, trying and failing to fend off the birds. They spun away at last when I sat upon my oppressor’s back. I wound the necklace around his throat and pulled it tight. He was desperate for air, but he never took another breath, and it was in this way he left the world. It was a reckoning and what he deserved, but I cried all the same, and wherever I cried the grass disappeared and left bare earth. The witch-hunter’s eye had tumbled onto the ground, and I returned it to the tin. I had no choice but to shoot my beautiful, injured horse, and for that I used my oppressor’s gun. It is the moment in my life I most wish I could forget. If the truth be told, when I fired, I closed my eyes.

After that day, I vowed I would never chase away the crows on my land, and to sustain them I planted corn every year. As for my daughter, she had always been an amazement to me, as perhaps all parents feel their children to be. I looked around and saw that all the thorns had turned to white flowers, and I knew that love could save you. It is the heart of the heart of the matter.

When the new constable found the body of Tom Boyle, he ordered that the witch-hunter be buried immediately, not in the Old Burial Ground, but farther down Brattle Street, where the first cemetery had been abandoned when it was raided by wolves. It was deserted now, and I was the only mourner. I wanted to be certain he was truly dead and gone, placed in the ground, and I dressed in black for the occasion. I made my way through the dark hollows, even though the boot-worn path was muddy and overgrown with weeds. There was no pastor, only a gravedigger, and I gave him a few pence to thank him, as if I were the dead man’s wife, when the truth was that I wanted to watch the earth shoveled over the man who had tried to destroy me. I wanted to stand there in the place that was still wilderness. There was hardly a wolf to be found anymore, but I saw one that day. It was a fine thing to see something wild, wild as I used to be and was no longer. Through the trees I could see the figure of a woman in a black dress and red boots. I recognized Amelia Bell, and I raised my hand in greeting. We would always be connected as our daughters would be, for they were nearly the same age. From the distance she nodded, and I felt our souls wrap around each other in this cold, abandoned place. We were here together, and in our memories, we always would be.

To make certain none of us was harmed, I buried the necklace Cotton Mather had used when he wished to destroy me. Once I was rid of the necklace, my magic returned to me. Magic or not should always be our choice. I often sat in the place where I had buried the necklace, the place where the hyacinth return year after year, bursting through the snow on the first warm day. They appear to be fragile, but they’re stronger than anyone would imagine. If you take that path, what I’ve left behind will be waiting for you. If you need it, it will always be there.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

On the night of the senior dance, the Radcliffe Quad was illuminated by paper lanterns strung through the trees. Graduating students wore tea-length dresses in pastel colors, their hair caught up with silver pins, shimmering in the pale lantern light. Ava wore jeans and a black sweater as she and Jack walked among the trees. She’d been having visions of a woman tied up in knots, and a danger that she couldn’t quite make out, some sort of monster, one who held the key to every door.

The crows that followed Ava numbered twelve as always, but then, a block away, she noticed a thirteenth crow overhead, and to her surprise, its feathers were snowy white. Ava had the feeling she had come to the end of a story, and if she wanted to find out what happened next she would have to follow the white crow. They went along Mount Auburn Street to the cemetery, and when the crow flew inside, Ava crept beneath the fence, with Jack at her heels. She skirted the thornbushes and the ivy, making her way to Hyacinth Path. She walked along until the white crow perched in an oak tree. There were the three black stones and the flowers that bloomed at night. Ava knelt to dig through the dirt with her hands. The dark soil was soft and damp, but soon enough she hit something hard. It was the tin she had read about in the first witch’s letters, the one that held the witch-hunter’s eye. The one that had held the black necklace. Ava sat back on her heels, her breath coming quick.

Dear Reader, I am writing this for you, should you ever be in need.

Ava opened the tin slowly. Inside was a square of white cloth torn from the dress the first witch had worn when she buried the cursed artifact that had taken away her magic. The onyx necklace had existed before the Bible was written, before Troy and Alexandria were cities, crafted in the time when magic was everywhere. There were those who believed it to be the necklace that had belonged to Harmonia in Greek mythology and been crafted by Hephaestus, blacksmith to the gods. According to legend the necklace brought great misfortune, causing disaster for all who wore it. All the same, it had great power, and Ava slipped the tin into her pocket. It was heavier than she would have imagined, for it carried the weight of all the magic it had captured. That was when Ava knew that all you carried belonged to you.

Ava placed the tin in her desk drawer. It was a dangerous object, one that could destroy you, but should you be in need, it would be there for you. Magic or not, the first witch had written, who we are should always be our decision.



One bright afternoon, Lauren walked past the Grolier Poetry Book Shop, a place where she’d often spent hours searching for books. On this occasion, she stopped where she was, blindsided, for there in the window she spied a small painting, a landscape that was as unique and identifiable as a fingerprint. She instantly recognized the work of the artist. Black and blue as a bruise. Grass, petals, hedges, and a cherry tree, the very one she had told Carrick about, only now it was blooming blue against a starry black sky. Lauren went inside to ask if the painting was for sale.

“Amazing, isn’t it?” the clerk said.

The rendering of the moody landscape was clearly a love letter. Lauren could feel the ink on her skin, as if the artist had his hands all over her.

“I think it’s just for display,” the clerk informed her. “I’d have to check.”

“I’m buying it,” Lauren insisted. She glared at the clerk, for she clearly was not about to take no for an answer. She paid full price, then waited for the painting to be wrapped in brown paper and tied up with string. It was framed, but still small enough to be tucked into her book bag. Lauren took her prize home and set it on her desk. She wondered if a single one of her poems could measure up to the sheer emotion in this painting.

“That’s lovely,” Ava said to Lauren when she came by her room. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Because there is nothing like it, Lauren wanted to say. It was one of a kind, something she should never have taken for granted.

Ava looked more closely. “It reminds me of you, if you were a field of flowers.”

Lauren tried to resist, but that night she went to Carrick’s. The alley was dodgy and mostly deserted, except for a couple of boys who were hanging around, wanting tattoos when they were clearly too young.

“Can you talk to Goliath for us?” one scrawny fellow asked. He was likely twelve or thirteen, but already he had a big mouth. “We have cash if he’ll give us tattoos.”

“Ask him yourself,” Lauren said. “And don’t call him that.”

“He’ll listen to you,” another boy said. This one looked like he would grow up to be more trouble than he was worth. “Tell him when he’s got your clothes off.”

While the group of boys laughed, impressed by their own bravado, Lauren lifted her arms and called down a hard, icy rain that seemed like an attack. The boys let out yelps as the rain splattered all around them and they quickly scattered in search of shelter. They called her crazy as they took off. Witch, someone cried out, and another shouted that she had to be a lunatic to want to fuck a monster. Lauren stood there drenched, her eye makeup running down her face in black lines. This was the poem she would write. How she stood there in the alley, how he threw open the door when he heard the ruckus and pulled her inside, how her clothes were sopping wet when he took them off, how she knew it was a mistake and told him so, how she told him it didn’t mean anything, how he didn’t answer because he knew she was trying to convince herself, not him, how when he kissed her she wished it would never end.

“I have your painting,” she informed him. They were still in bed, wrapped around one another. Everything that most people kept on the inside, Carrick revealed on the outside. His brother’s name, the tendrils of Medusa’s hair, the phoenix along with Pegasus, the dragon of chaos, and the archangel Michael. “I paid full price,” she said.

“That was stupid.” Carrick shook his head as if she were the biggest fool he knew. “I would have given it to you for free.” He gave her a look and grinned. “But you probably wouldn’t have wanted it then. It wouldn’t have meant anything.”

Lauren climbed out of bed, and Carrick watched her get dressed. He was looking at her as if he were someone in love.

“This is the last time,” Lauren told him.

“Right. You wouldn’t want it to mean anything.”

“Because it doesn’t.”

“It might mean something when I’m gone.”

“Where would you go?” Lauren was surprised to find that she sounded unhappy at the thought.

“What do you think happens when you stay in one place?” Carrick asked her.

Lauren shrugged, confused. She didn’t want to leave, but she was going to anyway. “Nothing,” she answered.

“Exactly,” Carrick said.



When Lauren returned to Carrick’s studio the following week, she found the door locked. No one answered her rapping, and no lights were turned on. She’d come to commission a painting for Lionel’s graduation from medical school, or at least that’s what she told herself. She peeked in the grimy windows, but it was too dim to see anything but shadows. As she sat down on the doorstep she noticed that a neighborhood boy was watching her. He wasn’t the one who’d made nasty remarks in the past, only a local kid of eleven or twelve. “No one’s there,” he said. “Goliath is gone.”

“Don’t call him that.” Lauren’s teeth looked sharp, and her tone was fierce. “It’s offensive.”

“OK,” the boy said. “Sorry.” To make up for his blunder, he added, “He went to New York City.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. I heard he’s going to be an artist. He said to give this to anyone who came looking for him. Maybe that’s you.”

The boy took a scrap of paper from his pocket, handed it to Lauren, then ran off. “He is Goliath,” the boy shouted over his shoulder. “He’s stronger than anyone else.”

Lauren stayed where she was, sitting on the cement stoop. She had never needed a love potion. It had happened without magic. He had written down an address on Greenwich Street. I’ll be here. Now she knew the word he’d refused to tell her until she could figure it out for herself. It was love, and it had always been, and if she had dared to be honest with herself, she would have known it all along.



Lilith House rattled and fell apart. Hot water went cold, the telephone stopped ringing, blankets fell off beds, closets appeared to be ransacked. Lauren had received a formal note asking her to deliver her research notes, needed for the summer’s ancient Persian excavation. She was asked to leave the notebooks in a lab on the top floor of the museum. She hadn’t told anyone she’d received a letter of acceptance to begin graduate studies in the Anthropology Department at Oxford. She hadn’t even told Lionel, for she had misgivings. She kept thinking about Greenwich Street and had gone so far as to buy a train ticket to New York, which she kept in her purse. She hadn’t decided yet what she would do after graduation but she had written a note to Carrick. What if I get there and the door is locked?

It was after hours at the museum, and Lauren unfortunately ran into the janitor when she opened the door. “You don’t work here anymore,” Tim Randall said bluntly.

“I just need to leave some papers,” Lauren told him.

Randall had been at Harvard for twenty-three years and he still hadn’t met a student he liked. A few of them had gone so far as to break things they shouldn’t have touched in the first place. “Fine,” he said. “But don’t make me regret it.”

Lauren walked past him, making sure there was room between them because of the way he looked at her. Witch-hunters looked at women they distrusted that way. Men who were convinced a girl like Lauren had no business taking charge of anything, least of all an exhibition at Harvard. The museum’s magic was especially in evidence when it was empty of students and visitors. Artifacts appeared to be illuminated inside their glass cases; though they’d been unused for so long, they were brimming with histories of enchantment. Lauren traipsed up to a lab room on the fourth floor and set her notes on a desk. She noticed that the crow who had followed her was on the window ledge. He was tapping at the glass in a most annoying manner. She couldn’t help but think of Amelia Bell, who had been in mourning her whole life long.

It was then that Lauren noticed an odd pattern appearing on her dress. When she looked up, she saw a thin layer of red on the ceiling that was falling down upon her like a terrible rain, and that was when she knew a spell had been cast. There were red freckles scattered over her face and streaks of red on her bare arms. Ocher was a pigment that had been used for over 300,000 years to open the doorway between life and death, and to open the netherworld, the world we stepped into when we left our own. When she heard the door of the lab close, Lauren hoped it wasn’t the janitor, and then she almost wished that it were.

“You’ve come to see me,” Professor Sharpe said.

She hadn’t been in touch with Sharpe since the night she’d broken off their relationship. “I’m leaving my notes. No point in their going to waste.”

Lauren’s chin was raised defiantly, even though at this moment she felt a wave of fear. She thought of Claire, Ashton, and Emily having disappeared; all of them had worked in this lab. She thought she heard their voices. That’s when she knew she had made a mistake.

Sharpe opened the white cabinet against the wall to reveal several glass bottles of an inky black liquid. “My main interest is the result of a transfusion from someone like you.”

His analysis of the chemical structure of witches’ ointments and healing potions was extensive, but he couldn’t re-create the purity or the power of their blood. Amphibians produced toxins that were useful, and the carbon skeletons of such things could be reproduced, but when you reproduce magic you get something darker, something unnatural, something that allows you to believe you can take a life. You use the left hand without the right, darkness without light; you can take what you want without giving a damn about who and what you will affect. That is the thrill, that you cannot be drowned or stopped, you have more magic than anyone, you can sit and watch the furnace burn when you dispose of bodies. Bits of incandescent bone will glow as white as chalk and you won’t feel anything at all, not a bit of guilt or regret, but when you gaze out the window you won’t be able to see the stars anymore. They will have disappeared from the sky.

In order to possess his own magic, Sharpe had already taken the blood of three witches, and his transfusion experiment had been a success, for as their blood belonged to him now, so did their magic. He could shut windows and doors with a look, he could control minds, he could bring back dead creatures, whether they be birds or cats; perhaps he would try a human next. He had elemental powers and had made it rain, sleet, and snow; he could cause a tornado if he wished. Recently, he’d hatched a plan to go to the offices of the FBI in Washington and offer his help in tracking down radical writers and actors. He was an expert witch-hunter; he knew what you thought and what you felt, and he didn’t care if you were ruined. He practiced life-and-death magic and expected that the government would show their gratitude, that he would have whatever he wanted, and what he wanted never ended, for he could never be satisfied.

When he grabbed her, Lauren called up a spell, but she couldn’t manage to free herself and the incantation dissipated as if it were a spiderweb swept aside. He forced her onto the cold metal table, using ropes to make certain she couldn’t move. The room was dripping with black magic; it was running down the walls, it would thwart any enchantment she might call up. She thought of Cora Bell, who had been hanged from a tree less than a mile away, and of Amelia, who had painted her house black and worn mourning clothes all her life. She thought of how empty Lilith House was and how many of their sisters had disappeared, one at a time, one for every year.

The ocher was bringing Lauren to the threshold of the netherworld. The door to death was many things, but on this evening, Lauren’s vision was a black book that was opened to a page without words. That was how her life would end tonight. Sharpe was placing a needle into the vein on the inside of her elbow. The book opened wider, and she saw the cherry trees in her garden just as they were in Carrick’s painting, blue as a bruise. She saw her brother sitting in the old wicker chair watching over her and Ava pulling her back to the sidewalk on the night when they both might have lost their lives as they crossed the street. She saw her grandmother telling her not to forget to live and her parents walking down the brick path that was always hidden by hedges, not looking back, entering the realm from which there was no return.

Sharpe placed a cloth that had been soaked in ether and alkaloids that resembled belladonna over Lauren’s face. He then poured a potion into her mouth, a mixture of digitoxin and bufotoxin and foxglove. She had stopped struggling. Her eyes were open, but she couldn’t move.

“Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live,” Lauren heard the professor quote from Exodus. The book had closed, and she was inside it; there were no words for her to call out anymore.



Jamie dreamed that he’d lost Ava. He had always been the crow in the tree, unable to return to the one he loved, and now he spied a white crow perched on a telephone wire. He had his brother’s car, so he drove to Lilith House. No one answered the door, and it felt as if the house had been completely deserted. The heirloom Mather watch Jamie wore no longer told time, so he had trained himself to observe the sun’s position in the sky, but darkness had fallen and he felt lost. At last he spied Ava on her way down the street with Jack.

“I thought you were gone,” he said, relieved, embracing her and not wanting to let go. But Ava was in a panic and she backed away.

“It isn’t me,” she said. “It’s Lauren who’s missing.”

They both got in Jamie’s brother’s car and followed the flight of the white crow to the museum, parking on Divinity Avenue. Of course this is where Lauren would be, Ava thought. Her favorite place on campus.

Jack leapt from the car as soon as the door opened, racing to the back door of the museum. The world was green, but on this night everything looked black. The ghosts of the missing girls who had been trapped in the museum were in the trees. Ava saw them in their white dresses, urging her on. The netherworld had opened its doors.

Jamie hunched down so that Ava could hoist herself onto his back and climb through a window that had been left ajar. She dropped through to land in a dark hallway. Jack barked so wildly that Jamie lifted him inside the window as well, then he called for Ava, but she had already gone on, with Jack at her heels. She had always been meant to rescue Lauren. It had been true on the night they met and it was true now.

In the dark corridor, Ava reached to take a pin from her hair, then cut her palm, allowing her blood to spill onto the floor as she spoke an ancient incantation. Veritas omnia est. Truth is all and everything. The pool of blood became a tiny stream that ran along the hallway. Ava had to hurry in order to follow the trail, which led to a laboratory door on the fourth floor.

Breathe in and breathe out, believe what you see.

Professor Sharpe was leaning over a metal table; when he heard footsteps he turned to see Ava standing there.

“Leave right now,” Sharpe told Ava, but instead she took a step closer.

Lauren was lying on the metal table, so cold she appeared blue, anesthetized with belladonna and morphine. Tubing attached to a bag was draining her blood. An infusion pump hurried the process, and once forty percent of her blood was taken, it would be impossible to bring her back. She was unconscious, barely breathing,

Sharpe saw Ava as nothing more than a young woman with red hair, a rose to some, but a thorn in the side of a man such as himself, not a threat, but an irritant to his plans. She tried one incantation after another, but the words evaporated in her mouth. He had the power of four witches, now that he’d directly infused himself with Lauren’s blood. He lifted his arm, and Ava found she couldn’t take another step.

“I’m one of you,” Sharpe said.

“You’re nothing like us,” Ava told him.

“I might as well take you.” He wrenched open the door of the cabinet where he stored his knives. “As long as you’re here.”

Ava heard a clattering in the corridor. Jamie had found a crate and he’d managed to climb into the building. Now he headed toward the voices he heard. Jack had leapt onto Sharpe’s back in a fury, sinking his teeth into the professor’s shoulder. When Ava saw that the professor had taken his knife to Jack, she realized why she had been at the cemetery and why the black necklace had come to belong to her. She held the necklace in her hands, but Jack’s throat had already been slit in a single quick movement. That was when Ava wound the black necklace around the witch-hunter’s throat and pulled tightly. In an instant the pressure of the necklace began to sap Sharpe’s strength.

Take what you need and what you want. Take back your magic.

“You can’t,” Sharpe managed to say, but Ava knew that she could. She pulled the necklace tighter, and the white crow called from the window ledge. The crow slammed against the window until the glass shattered. Red ocher was falling from the ceiling, and the room would never be white again, no matter how many times it was repainted.

With one last effort, Ava pulled the necklace even tighter. She thought of every woman who had ever danced in a field or cemetery, every one who had spoken to birds in the marshes, who’d been forced to hide from judges, who made certain she was surrounded by hedges of brambles. Ava thought she might never let go, but then she saw Jack on the floor.

Jamie heard her sobbing as he ran along the corridor. When he reached the lab, he saw Ava and nothing else. He crouched down to gather her in his arms, forcing her to let go of the dog.

“He’s gone,” Jamie said. “There’s nothing more to be done.”

Witches fell into a deep sleep before they died, and Lauren was beginning to wake, though her eyes were still closed. Ava used the desk phone to call Lionel, who was there in five minutes flat and set to work immediately, asking no questions. “We’ll bring her back,” he said. The angel of death was not in the doorway, only the crows who had flown in through the window.

Ava lay beside Lauren on the metal table and Lionel transfused her. They watched Lauren’s face flush as Ava’s blood filled her veins. She was dreaming of a man in New York. She could see him standing by a window, looking out at a river that ran two ways, blue as a bruise, black as night, eternally there. While Ava lay there, Jamie took off his watch and his jacket and leaned in to stroke her hair as he recited the story of the white crow. This time the crow stayed. He was so in love he no longer cared about the open sky. The only thing he wanted was the woman who had called to him with ribbons and bells and her own sweet voice.

“You see, even when the crow has to leave, he comes back,” Jamie said with assurance. “He could never stay away.”

When Ava had given all the blood she could safely donate, Lionel unhooked her and stabbed the needle into his own vein. Death was another country, and the person who had visited there would come back changed, so he wanted Lauren back as soon as possible. She had placed one foot in that dark land, but she was still here with them, in the same room, at the same hour. When Lauren got up from the table, Ava was there. They had rescued one another on the night on the Common and they always would.

“Fly together,” Lauren said, her first words spoken back in the land of the living, the land of light and green trees and birds and love. She sounded like a little girl, but she wasn’t. That was what had changed. That girl had climbed down from the cherry tree behind the house on Brattle Street.



Jamie drove to the cemetery as Ava sat in the backseat, holding Jack, crying black tears, knowing that just as things began, they also ended. It was nearly dawn when they buried Jack beneath the ivy edging Hyacinth Path. This is where Ava would come on Sunday afternoons for many years; she would plant lupines, grateful for their spikes of purple flowers, delicate blooms named after wolves. She would always be grateful that one night she had found a black dog that a gang of teenaged boys had mistaken for a coyote and tied to a fence. She crouched down in the ivy and sobbed. If you do not have a dog, if you have never loved one, you will not know that they break your heart in two. And still, they are with you. You look back and expect to see them. You think you hear their footsteps. Here or not, Jack would always be hers.

Ava and Jamie fell asleep beneath the brambles, and in the morning, when Ava awoke, Jamie was gone. He had realized his watch was missing, and in a panic he went back to the museum, but it was surrounded by police cars. He saw Billy from a distance talking with the officers and the janitorial staff. He had little choice but to drive out to Sudbury, interrupting his parents’ breakfast to explain he might have left his watch in a place where it didn’t belong. He had no idea that his watch had already been found. Tim Randall had been the one to call the police, but not before he pocketed the watch in the lab. He had looked up the seal on the back of the watch and identified it as belonging to one of the Mathers. He’d already met with Paul Mather that morning, in the parking lot of a pancake house, to strike a deal. Cash in return for his silence. Silence was expensive, and you could never completely depend on it, especially when the janitor refused to return the object in question.

Now the entire family was at risk, and Jamie was told that he must leave immediately. Soon enough he’d been given his plane ticket and his new identification. He was told that if he ever dared to come back his father would report Ava to the police as the guilty party, well aware that placing Ava in peril was the one thing that could make Jamie stay away. An old family friend who was now a dean was called, and when the board at Harvard met, they would be asked to grant Jamie a diploma in absentia. He hadn’t wanted to be part of the Mather family, and now his wish had been granted.

“Just curious. Did you kill that professor?” Paul Mather demanded to know.

“Of course he didn’t,” Jamie’s mother said.

“Let me hear it from him.”

If Jamie didn’t claim responsibility, they would surely blame Ava. “It just happened,” he said.

“Then you might as well have murdered him. I’m sure Ava had something to do with this mess. I told you that girl would ruin your life.”

“She has nothing to do with it.”

“And you’ll have nothing to do with her,” Jamie’s father said. “Or us. You’re on your own.”



The Boston Globe reported that Professor Sharpe had been found deceased in the museum, likely the result of a heart attack. Students and faculty were questioned, as was the janitorial staff, including Randall, who said he usually slept during the night shift and vowed he’d never heard a thing. The Mathers had made sure of that by meeting the custodian at the pancake house every month with an envelope of cash. The price was Jamie. He would disappear.

“You have no choice,” Jamie’s father had told him. “It will be best if you don’t come back.”

There would be no family graduation party for Jamie, as there had been for his brothers. There would be no law school applications, no summer in Wyoming. Jamie was going to Iceland, a place no one would look for him. He would work at a fishing lodge in the north, happy to be in a country where there were more sheep than men, a world where people greeted one another with grace, happy for a bit of light even on the darkest days.

His father had managed to get him a new passport. He’d be called Luke, after a beloved childhood dog, and he’d chosen Burroughs as his family name, after the minister Ava had told him about who’d lost his life in Salem when the witch hunts in Massachusetts had just begun. He tossed most of his belongings in the trash, leaving his clothes and books behind for any of the neighborhood kids who might want them. He pulled down the shades on his apartment windows, then grabbed his stuff and set off from North Cambridge for the last time. There was only one person he needed to see before he disappeared.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

As they stood in the garden of the Bells’ house, Lionel handed Billy a letter postmarked Palo Alto. He’d been accepted into the residency program at the Stanford University School of Medicine, his dream, Billy’s nightmare.

“You’re going to California?” Billy had been waiting for something like this to happen, something that would ruin their happiness.

“We’re going,” Lionel said. “The two of us.”

“Oh yeah. Sure.” Billy was already out of bed, grabbing for his clothes. He’d never belonged on Brattle Street, where people did as they pleased and led their lives with the protection of wealth. “And what do I do about my life? Forget about everything I’ve worked for?”

“Come with me and we’ll find a different life.”

“One that’s all about you.”

“No, one that’s about us,” Lionel said, asking him to think it over, the glimmering white city, the road that would lead to the redwoods in La Honda, where they could rent a cabin not far from Stanford. Lionel said he wanted to be who he was and come home every day to someone who loved him. “You’ll find your way once we’re there.”

Billy left the house in a fit of temper, accusing Lionel of thinking only of himself. Lionel was being unreasonable and naïve to imagine that Billy could give up his career and simply walk away from his life. He had a family, didn’t he? He had spent years rising to become a detective like his father, and now he was keeping the secret of how a man had died. Witches kept secrets when they needed to, Lionel had told him, when they had no other choice, when they would be judged guilty no matter what they did.

Billy slammed the door on his way out, and he got in his car with the intention of never coming back. As he drove away, he thought of the men he worked with, the ones he went out with on Friday nights, friends and acquaintances he’d known most of his life, buddies and coworkers who thought they knew him when in fact they knew only what he allowed them to know. When he really thought about it, they didn’t know him at all.

As he drove, he loosened his tie and lit up a cigarette; he felt as though he was burning up inside. And then he thought, What would it be like to have a different life, to do as he pleased, to love someone? What if he didn’t have to hide himself away, or hate himself, or fear being found out? What if he lived a life in which he didn’t lose the person he cared for most in the world? Halfway down the block, he made an illegal U-turn and headed back, cursing himself and the state of the world. It was May, and there had been a streak of very hot days. Everyone was dreaming of summer, and birds that had spent the winter down south had returned early and were making a racket in the trees. Billy could never make sense of Massachusetts weather, any more than he could make sense of his own feelings. He’d learned to keep secrets, and he wondered if he’d be able to be himself in California, the person Lionel wanted to come home to.

Billy parked in a no parking space on Brattle Street. No one would give him a ticket; all the cops knew his car, just as they thought they knew him. He was wearing a black suit and a white shirt, clothes to wear to funerals and to weddings or, in his case, to work. Clothes he’d like to tear off and never wear again. What if he wore jeans and a T-shirt? What if he let his hair grow to his shoulders? He had become a stranger to himself and could no longer admit what he really wanted. His father had been a detective, and so Billy had joined the force, never even considering other options. He was who he thought his father wanted him to be, but what if he was wrong?

After Billy’s mother’s death, there were years when it had been only the two of them, Billy and his moody father, Ray. They had cold cereal for supper, and if the laundry wasn’t done, they wore the same clothing for the rest of the week. Don’t listen to a word anyone says about you, Ray Healy told his son after Billy’s mother’s struggle with cancer, when the house was finally emptied of well-meaning relatives and friends. You’re the best son I could have ever had. Better than I deserved. I want you to have the life that you want. Billy had always thought his father was telling him he was worthy of joining the police force, but he wondered now if his father had known the truth about him, though it wasn’t a subject they had ever discussed. What if his father were saying, You should be whoever you really are.

Billy had come back to the garden, where the cherry trees were blooming and the wicker furniture was set out on the brick patio. Ivy was growing wild over the crumbling stone walls. Anything could happen if you let it, he saw that now. He saw that his father had only wanted him to be happy. Billy lifted his eyes, and when he saw Lionel in an upstairs window his heart began to pound in his chest. Perhaps he’d always known that someday the truth of his soul would claim him. It would happen when he found his one true love. The nights he’d spent with Lionel hadn’t been a mistake or an accident, they hadn’t been due to thoughtlessness or alcohol. If you don’t know who you are, no one else will, Lionel had told him once. Billy thought that his father would have gotten on with Lionel. They were both men who stood for something, who were fearless, who knew and accepted who they were.

Lionel’s suitcases were packed and set out in the hall, and his beagle, Houdini, was napping beside them. Lionel had decided to drive his grandmother’s old Jeep across the country. He came downstairs as soon as he heard footsteps. He’d only been waiting for Billy to return.

“And I just never report in to work?” Billy said.

“Send them a letter of resignation.”

“And then?”

“Then we live.”

They would stop at cafés and general stores; they would buy cowboy boots and sleep in the same bed; and when they reached California, they would step into the future as soon as they crossed the state line.

Lauren would miss her brother terribly, but after graduation she would be leaving as well. She had withdrawn from the master’s program at Oxford, and instead of traveling to England, she was off to Manhattan. To prepare, she’d been reading New York novels—The Great Gatsby and The Age of Innocence, along with poems by Walt Whitman. She had a job interview at the Strand Bookstore a few days after graduation. But her main goal was to see whether she was a poet, and she thought there was no better place to do that than in New York. Goodbye, Cambridge, close up the house, cover the furniture with white sheets, hire a man to water the gardens, lock the gates, cry on the crooked brick path. Lauren’s clothes had been stored in the attic at Brattle Street, but she didn’t need designer clothing anymore. She’d packed a few black sweaters, several pairs of jeans, and her red boots. She’d decided that was all she would need.

When Maureen arrived to pick up Billy’s car, she and Lauren sat out on the patio. The black roses were all in bloom and bees flitted through the air. Maureen and Lauren had never cared for one another, but here they were, in the same situation, already missing their brothers. Lionel had left Lauren a note, which she understood. They had never been very good at goodbyes, not since the night Lauren spent in the cherry tree when their parents didn’t return. You are my family and my darling sister and wherever I am that will always be true. Go fall in love. Live your life.

“Will they be happy?” Lauren wondered.

Maureen had been waiting so long for Billy to be true to himself that she replied right away. “They will be so happy,” she said. “They deserve to be.”

Lauren gave Maureen the once-over. “I suppose this makes you my sister-in-law.”

“Now we really have good cause to hate each other” was Maureen’s cheerful response. “We’re family.”

They both laughed then. They supposed they were.

“You’re right about them,” Lauren said. “They’ll be so happy.” For the first time since they’d met, the two women couldn’t agree more. Hello to the future, whatever it might be, a place where their brothers didn’t have to lock themselves away, where the walls they had always built would fall into the western sea.



Ava slept too much and cried far too easily. She had urges for odd foods at odd hours, buttered toast for dinner, tomatoes for lunch, gooey chocolate cake at midnight. She had been suffering from lovesickness ever since Jamie told her he had no choice but to leave town, and when Ava vowed she’d go with him, he shook his head. His father had threatened her if Jamie didn’t leave alone.

“I don’t care,” Ava insisted.

“The problem is, I do.” Jamie seemed older now, and he seemed worn out. “You know I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

In time, Ava had realized why she felt so tired and out of sorts, why she was starving and crying for the simplest reason. Women know their own bodies, and witches do as well, and that was why she went to Mrs. Healy, the local expert in such matters. She knocked at the door, and there in the shade of a linden tree, she felt confused about the future in a way she never had before. One choice, and all the rest of your life changes. One choice that should always be yours alone.

The crows had followed her, and the white crow had come to perch on the porch railing, there to observe her with his bright eyes. There were thirteen crows now, a witch’s lucky number.

“Hello, you,” Ava said to the white crow. “Can you tell me what to do?”

The crow gave no answer, merely peered down at her, and Ava knew whatever she did next was up to her. The houses on this street were kept up, with children playing in the yards. Several were watching her, for they were always interested in the women who arrived at the Healys’ house.

Mrs. Healy opened the door, not in the least surprised to see that a stranger had come to call. Women often came by unexpectedly, those who didn’t have access to a phone or who were too frightened to speak while their husbands were in the house or too young to claim any privacy for themselves. Sometimes the best they could manage was a note slipped under the door. Sometimes they merely stood on the porch, anxious and in need, as this beautiful red-haired woman was doing right now.

I’m in trouble. I need to make a decision. There’s no one else to turn to.

“I’m a friend of Maureen’s and I know Billy,” Ava explained as she introduced herself.

“Ava! Of course! I’ve heard all about you,” Grace Healy said warmly as she welcomed her into the house. Mrs. Healy was always gracious to someone in need, even though she was currently exhausted, having just come from a home birth in Somerville. All through the labor, death had been knocking at the windows, but she had finally managed to turn the baby, who had been presenting feetfirst. She had spilled salt in the corners of the room, and she’d given the mother a tea made of black cohosh and raspberry leaf, and at last the child was born, healthy and screaming, welcomed into the light of the world.

The Healy house had been in the family for over a hundred years and couldn’t have been more comfortable. A lumbering Irish wolfhound raised himself from the rug to greet Ava when she entered the room.

“Don’t mind Dillon,” Grace Healy told her as the dog rubbed his enormous head against Ava. “He’s a big baby.”

“I don’t mind in the least. I love dogs.” Ava was still grief-stricken over the loss of Jack, and she always would be. It was a comfort to have this enormous dog lie down at her feet as if he knew of her sorrows.

Mrs. Healy fixed a pot of confession tea, made of ginger and yarrow. She served it to anyone who came for a cure simply to ensure she didn’t dispense the wrong remedy if someone failed to admit the whole truth when telling their story.

“It’s probably an inconvenience to have me here,” Ava said, embarrassed by her situation.

Mrs. Healy waited for her to say more. It was best to be quiet. Listen, and they’d pour their hearts out. Sooner or later, you’d get to the truth.

“I didn’t tell Maureen I was coming to see you.”

The issue was that Ava’s period was late. It hadn’t seemed unusual, until she’d realized just how late she was. Once she had admitted why she was there, they went into the parlor, where Ava was asked to make herself comfortable on the couch. Mrs. Healy removed the chain she wore around her neck. Attached to it was a brass locket filled with apple seeds. When she held the amulet over Ava’s belly, it began to move, slowly at first, then more quickly, back and forth and then in a circle.

“Definitely a girl,” Grace Healy predicted.

Ava burst into tears, then sat up in order to accept a handkerchief. It was so quiet in the Healys’ home you’d never guess that you were in the middle of a city. “There won’t be a father,” Ava said. She didn’t have to ask the white crow in order to know that in her story she would have to wait for her beloved to return.

Grace shrugged. “There’s a mother. That’s more than enough.”

“I never had a mother. She gave me up.”

“Are you certain?” Grace Healy had seen scores of women who were forced to make choices they didn’t wish to make when circumstances were beyond their control. “For all you know, she’s been waiting for you all this time.”



Jamie wore his black coat even though the day was fine. He had promised his father he would disappear and stay in a motel near the airport, but he wanted these few last days, which were mostly spent in bed with Ava. By now he’d realized that he couldn’t get rid of his magic even if he wanted to. He’d had it his whole life and had used his skills to cheat at school from the time he was a boy, never studying yet knowing all the answers for his exams just by looking inside his teachers. As a teen, he’d considered his skills to be nothing more than techniques that allowed him to perform party tricks. He could read a girl’s mind and likely embarrass her, open liquor cabinets, and start cars even when he didn’t have the keys, all petty parlor tricks. Perhaps he’d always known there was more to it. His father always questioned him about his wrongdoings as if there were some evil magic behind the choices he made. Did you try, or did it just happen? Did you even try to control yourself?

Ava was waiting for him at the café, in a dark corner. She’d planned to tell him the truth about her condition, but when he leaned over to embrace her, she recalled that Rose Bridewell had let her true love go so that their parting would not be as painful for him. It would never do any good to force someone to stay.

Jamie’s plane didn’t leave for hours, but already he’d begun to think of himself as Luke Burroughs, and perhaps that was the reason he felt set free from his family history at last. After the incident at the museum, he’d gotten a tattoo, something no one in his family would have approved of. The studio in Central Square had seemed abandoned when Jamie first arrived, but there was a light on and, luckily for him, the owner, who had recently moved away, had returned to collect some of his belongings. The tattoo artist recognized Jamie when he opened the door, and before he could stop himself, he punched his unexpected visitor, who stood there stunned, blood pouring out of his nose.

“What did I ever do to you?” Jamie asked the glowering man, who had immediately backed off, shaking his bruised knuckles, muttering to himself. Jamie hated to think how many people he’d hurt and offended, and he certainly couldn’t account for much of his bad behavior in the past. The truth was, he was angry and he acted like some wretched dog who believed that fighting was his only way out.

The tattoo artist explained that Jamie been the cause of his jail sentence, that he’d been incarcerated for selling Jamie some marijuana. That seemed a lifetime ago to them both, and there in the near-empty apartment, they decided to let bygones be bygones.

A tattoo could be a love letter or an apology, and the one Carrick had inked was both. When Jamie revealed the black hyacinth on his arm, Ava knew the truth. He was finally admitting who he was, to her and to himself. She thought it might be a beginning, and she almost told him the truth about her situation. Then he showed her his passport with his new name, and she knew it was over. He was the man in her dreams she could never keep up with, even though she ran so fast her feet were bleeding.

“Mr. Burroughs,” Ava said. “This is not a proper goodbye.”

Jamie took her hand under the table. The café was crowded with customers, and the waitress was hovering, but Ava knew a place where they could be alone.

“Where are we going?” Jamie asked, already willing to follow her anywhere.

“You’ll see. If I turn the lights on.”

Ava led Jamie to a tiny storage room, and he bent to kiss her before the door was closed behind them, his hands already inside her clothes. There were shelves of vegetables and sacks of coffee beans in the storage room. They locked the door and left the light turned off.

“Are you sure?” Jamie said, his voice thick.

Ava was quick to let him know that she was when she kissed him.

He wasn’t Luke Burroughs, he was only himself, the man she’d fallen in love with without even trying. Ava could have told him the truth, but it would only have broken his heart, and what was the point of that? There’d been enough damage done already. His suitcase took up space in the storeroom and there was almost nowhere to move, but they managed. They were desperate, and there was so little time. The plane ticket was in the pocket of his coat.

Leave the scene of the crime, that’s the last thing his father had told him. Get as far away from Cambridge as you can. It will do you good.

A prep cook from the kitchen pounded on the door and cried, “Hey, I need the canned tomatoes,” and Ava laughed despite herself but Jamie growled “Go away,” because they weren’t about to stop, and eventually the cook gave up and let them be. Frankly, they didn’t care who was outside that small room, or how loud the patrons’ calls for espresso were. They had known what was between them the first night they met, and they knew it now.

“It’s still not enough of a goodbye,” Jamie told her when it came time for him to go.

“You’ll be back, Mr. Burroughs,” Ava said, and he laughed, then leaned in to kiss her one last time, and that was that. The door opened, let in a flicker of light, and closed. Once he was gone, Ava remained in the storeroom, but she didn’t cry. She told herself there was the future to think of, one that had already begun. I’m just telling you a story, Jamie had said, a story about a woman whose beloved watched over her from the treetops, even when she could no longer see him.

Love has nothing to do with the here and now. That’s what he’d said. It’s what we have no matter what else happens.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Once you leave the Crooked Path, the darkness inside you fades and the world is once more sweet and green, greener than it has ever been. As soon as Lauren had regained her strength, she went out to the poison garden she’d planted. She knelt down to pull out the black stalks, wearing gloves to protect herself from the toxins. In the place of the hellebore, henbane, and oleander, she planted pink fairy roses. When she finished, her arms were streaked with soil. She sat in the sun and felt herself grow stronger. She’d brought along some paper and a pen, and sitting in the grass beside the roses she at last found the right words to send to Carrick.


It’s not what you think it is.

Love is cold and hard and bright,

I heard you speak but I couldn’t answer.

I can answer you now.

I saw the world as far away even when I was looking through the window.

I’m looking out there now.



Lauren folded the poem into an envelope and mailed it to the address the boy in the alleyway had given her. Days passed, and every afternoon she waited for the postman. By now, they’d gotten to know one another. “Anything for me?” she’d always say, and the postman would shake his head and say, “Sorry, Lauren, no.” But then one day he waved a thin envelope. “Today’s the day,” he said.

And it was. Lauren sat on the porch steps to open the letter. The light was bright, and the roses she’d planted were already growing. There were blackbirds everywhere, in every single tree. There was only one line scrawled on the note she received; all the same, it was enough. It was all she needed to know.

I’m waiting for you, he’d written back.



It was the end of finals week and the campus was quiet. All of Cambridge seemed sleepy, as if the city had reverted to the time when it had been called Newtowne, when there were more sheep than there were men and Harvard was little more than a dream, five buildings in the marshes where the wolves gathered at night. Ava passed by the Schlesinger Library, built with funds donated by Andrew Carnegie in 1907 and by Radcliffe alumnae, which was soon to become a renowned center for the study of women’s history. She continued on to the admissions office at Fay House. Six o’clock in the morning, the time when the offices were empty, the doors bolted shut.

All that was required to get into the admissions office was a hairpin and an unlocking spell. A twist of her wrist and a whisper—Sine me intrare (Let me in)—and Ava stepped inside the dark hallway. She needed to find the final piece of the puzzle of her life. She began to rummage through the files, but after only a few moments, the door was flung open. An unexpected early bird had arrived, a woman in her sixties ready to get some work done before anyone else arrived and who didn’t look pleased in the least to find Ava pawing through the files.

“Are we in need of the police?” the admissions director asked.

“Please don’t call them,” Ava begged, a look of panic on her face. “I’m trying to find out information about my scholarship. I think my mother might have something to do with it. I never knew her, but she may have been a student at Radcliffe.”

The admissions director, a serious woman named Andrea Lane, had lost her own mother at a young age, and that loss had defined her and helped her understand many of the young women she worked with. When Ava introduced herself by name, Miss Lane recalled that a powerful Boston law firm had written to question the legality of her scholarship. They had mentioned that she lived at Lilith House, a place the staff stayed clear of, for the alumnae of the society were very large donors to the school. Miss Lane had never responded to the firm’s letter, but this girl’s request was something entirely different. It was personal.

Ava brought out the photograph of her parents, and as soon as she did, Miss Lane recognized the young woman who was fiercely embracing a man she was clearly mad about. This same woman had come to see Miss Lane more than twenty years earlier to withdraw from Radcliffe. Though she was only a few months shy of her graduation, she had lost her husband and been forced to give up her child.

“At least my little girl will be safe,” the withdrawing student had said.

“The woman who set up your scholarship was Daisy Bridewell Abbot,” Miss Lane told Ava. “She would have been in the class of 1930 if she had graduated.”

Ava’s legs felt wobbly as she sank into the closest chair, grateful to accept the glass of water that Andrea Lane was quick to fetch. Once there had been a daisy on her windowsill. Another time she had found a daisy by the gate the sheepdogs guarded. Daisy Abbot had endowed the scholarship that had brought Ava to Cambridge, and she had hidden the first witch’s letters in the library for Ava to find. Know your story and don’t be afraid to tell it.

There was a note in the endowment file, there to find for the person who came searching for it. Ava was that person, she knew it right away. She thought of the woman at the window and the apples left on the sill and the nights when someone watched over her. Whenever she waved at the stranger, who’d always waved right back, she’d never once been afraid.

Dearest darling reader, her mother had written, I have always loved you.



On graduation morning, Ava and Lauren were awakened by the sound of birds. Sparrows were everywhere, on the lawn and in the branches, their gathering always a sign of good fortune. Today Lauren and Ava would join the ranks of the women who had graduated before them, women who went on to live in Chicago and London and Paris and New York, who became doctors and professors and artists, all the while practicing the Nameless Art. Lilith alumnae had been notified that the house was now safe for their daughters, and there had been so many applications that Ava and Lauren had simply chosen the first six students who applied. They would find invitations under their pillows when they arrived. They would live in Lilith House along with two alumnae who had returned to Harvard for graduate school, who would board in the upstairs rooms and teach the Sunday afternoon magic lessons. As they wrote out the letters for next September’s initiates, Ava and Lauren remembered the night when they were summoned to the hanging tree, when they climbed out the window and ran across the grass, when their lives were just beginning, when they realized they were meant to be in one another’s lives.

Harvard Square was crowded with families and well-wishers. There was nowhere to park and the flower shop had sold out of corsages. The graduating class gathered in Radcliffe Yard dressed in their black caps and gowns, many wearing red lipstick, a rebellious slash of scarlet they hoped would annoy anyone who believed women shouldn’t be seen or heard. It was graduation, and Lauren and Ava felt the scars in the palms of their hands burning as the ceremonies proceeded. There were crows in the trees and the sky was bright, just as it had been on the day they first arrived.

“What if I hadn’t met you?” Ava wondered aloud as they stood side by side.

“You would have worn a proper skirt and handed your well-written, proper papers in on time and gotten engaged to a proper medical student and lived a proper and miserable life unhappily ever after.”

Ava laughed, holding up her hand to show the spot where her eleventh finger should have been. “We had too much in common. It was always going to happen this way. We were fated to be friends.”

“No,” Lauren said. “We made our own fate.”

Once upon a time it had been their first day at Radcliffe, and now it was their last. Lilith House would be closed for the summer, windows shuttered, weeds growing in between the rows of herbs. In the fall, the new girls would arrive with their suitcases on a day when the leaves were already beginning to turn yellow, curling at the edges. Crows would be perched in the trees. Lauren and Ava would come back to place the letters of invitation beneath the new girls’ pillows in their dorm rooms, and on initiation night they would stand across the street and watch as the society gathered beneath the hanging tree. They would remember they had saved one another’s lives, and then they would go to the Peacock Café and have mint tea and tell each other everything.

After the graduation ceremony, Lauren didn’t have a minute to waste. She needed to make her way to South Station to catch the train to New York. She had cut her white-blond hair even shorter, a true pixie. In New York, you could do whatever you pleased, or at least that was what she’d heard. You could be an artist or a poet, you could fall in love, you could start all over again. Lauren planned to wear her red boots every day and in the evenings she would go to the public library, where she would write in her notebook in the Reading Room with its glorious sky murals on the ceiling and gilded rosettes. When she became a bookseller at the Strand, she would read as many books as she sold. But most important, she would let herself love someone. She’d do that right away. She had the little black and blue landscape in her suitcase; she wouldn’t have thought of leaving it behind. She had come to realize that if she narrowed her eyes she could see her name written into the blur of the blue trees. It had been there all along.

Ava walked Lauren to the subway, their arms around one another’s waists. It was the ending and the beginning, and it had come so soon.

“This is nothing to cry about,” Lauren insisted, speaking as much to herself as to Ava. “I’ll be back.” They had reached the subway stairs near the newsstand. Lauren had never liked goodbyes. It was a family trait, and that was why Lionel had left a note before disappearing off to California. Hellos were all they cared about, and that made sense considering their childhoods. Lauren grinned. “I’ll come back to teach your little girl how to break the rules.”

“Teach her how to have a heart,” Ava asked of her friend. “That’s all you need to do.”

“Are you sure you would trust me to do that?”

“Completely sure.”

Everyone was too busy to notice that Lauren was crying, but Ava noticed, and she was the only one that mattered. One minute they were standing there together, and the next Lauren had hugged Ava, then disappeared down the stairs to the train. Ava walked to Harvard Yard, entering through the oldest wrought-iron gate, which led to the statue of John Harvard. That was where her grandmother was waiting. Mrs. Abbot had taken the bus from Maine to watch her granddaughter graduate. She’d brought along a gift in a burlap bag she’d carefully kept on her lap on the bus to Massachusetts. She had it with her now.

When Ava spied her grandmother, her breathing quickened. A long time ago, they used to walk in the woods at this time of year, in search of the first shoots of lily of the valley. Her grandmother had locked the doors and windows, but she had also made a special vegetable soup whenever Ava was ill, and she’d brushed Ava’s hair when it was tangled. They walked toward one another through the throng of graduates and their families, all on their way to celebrate the day with luncheons and parties.

“You didn’t have to come,” Ava said. She felt uncomfortable. The woman before her seemed like a stranger, and yet she was so familiar.

“I wanted to wish you well,” her grandmother told Ava.

“Did you wish me well when you left me at the hospital?”

“I never meant to hurt you. I thought it was the only way to keep you safe.” Mrs. Abbot was wearing her gray coat even though the day was warm. It was the same coat she’d always worn, despite a frayed hem and cuffs that were too short.

“There’s more to life than being safe,” Ava said. “There’s knowing who you are.”

“What do you want to know?” Mrs. Abbot’s face was chalky. She was nervous just being in Cambridge.

“If I ask, will you tell me?”

Her grandmother nodded. This was the little girl she’d made breakfast for every morning, the one who had helped her in the garden since the time she could walk, the girl with the red hair she had worried over every day. “You’re old enough. I can’t protect you anymore.”

“How did you wind up with me? Did you steal me?”

Did you take me underground, where one day lasted seven years and all the world ignored me?

“Your mother let us have you. She did it because she knew Chris’s death was her fault. She couldn’t go underwater to save him because of what she was. If she’d been a plain woman, she could have dived down after him. I told her I could give you a better life, and in the end she agreed.”

Ava felt a shiver go through her. The woods at night, the walks home from school along the dirt driveway with the dogs barking, the girls who wouldn’t speak to her except to call her names, the lake she was meant to fear, the crows on her window ledge, the woman at her window, the apples left behind. Was that better? Was that what she was meant for?

“She told you that herself?” Ava asked. “She said she didn’t want me?”

“She didn’t have to say it. No child should be raised by a witch,” Mrs. Abbot went on. “She knew it and I knew it. We both wanted the best for you.”

Ava raised her chin. “My child will be raised by a witch.”

“Your child?” Mrs. Abbot took a step back, a stung look on her face as she figured it out. “I see. Without the benefit of marriage, I suppose.”

“With the benefit of love,” Ava replied.

“I loved you,” Ava’s grandmother told her. “You know I did.”

“And what about my mother? Did she?”

“We both did,” Mrs. Abbot admitted. “It was the one thing we held in common. I always sent her your report cards. She was a reader, like you. I assume that’s where you’ll be going now.” Jeanne Abbot’s voice sounded thin; it was softer than usual. “To her.”

“I was always meant to go there,” Ava said.

“Yes.” Ava’s grandmother nodded. “I can see that.” She had always wanted Ava to be safe and had waited by the door for her to return from school on snowy days. She hadn’t shown her feelings, and she regretted that now. Mrs. Abbot handed Ava the bag she’d brought with her. There was a white envelope tied to it with a strand of rope. “I hope you like your gift. And I hope you’ll be happy.”

Ava watched her grandmother walk toward the square, disappearing into the bustling crowd, nearly invisible in her gray coat. The gift she’d brought was a small, rooted cutting of an apple tree from the orchard. The bark smelled fresh and sweet, and Ava couldn’t help but smile. Other than her suitcase, it was the only thing Ava took with her when she left Lilith House. Perhaps this twisted cutting would become a witch’s tree and yield black apples, the sort that were perfect for pies. But that wasn’t the only gift her grandmother had brought her. Written on the paper wrapped around the cutting was her mother’s address.

At the edge of the land that had once belonged to Rose Bridewell, there was an old house that stood behind a tall black gate. It had a wood-shingled roof and rooms that had been added on over the years, one after the other. You could see it if you knew where to look, past the treetops and the tall grass. A long time ago, this house had been surrounded by the woods where wolves slept in the hollows. Women came from Boston in the hope that once they crossed the river, they would be free to live their lives as they pleased, avoiding the left hand of magic and learning to heal.

There was a hedge of thorns outside the fence, and at this time of year a tumble of roses grew from what had once been a single branch sent across the ocean from England by the mother of the first witch’s beloved. The rose tree had grown to be nine feet tall, and although the roses were white when they were budding, they bloomed red, red as a heart. Love was like that. Even when it walked away from you it still belonged to you. It was still your story to tell.

Once there was a woman who was given one life but made her own fate, who rode through the marshes of Cambridge to plant hyacinths and apple trees. Her gate was left open for any woman in need. It’s still open now. In another time, years from now, when spring begins and the whole world turns green once more, Ava and her daughter would sit beneath the apple tree. That was where Ava would recite the story of the white crow. She already knew it by heart. Love was more complicated than you could ever imagine, that’s what she would say, but to love someone complicated, all you had to do was love them simply.

All you had to do was begin.




Do you hear something on the other side of the glass late at night?

It’s the woman who remembers her story.

Never ignore it. Never pull down the shade.

This is what matters most:

The history of your life, the ghost in the closet, the circle of light,

A force of nature, the wind in the linden trees, the lightning you held in your hand.

Once upon a time, you climbed out the window.

You knew exactly what you were looking for.

For every book you could not find there is one waiting to be written.
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A Scribner Reading Group Guide

The Witches of Cambridge

Alice Hoffman

This reading group guide for The Witches of Cambridge includes an introduction, discussion questions, and ideas for enhancing your book club. The suggested questions are intended to help your reading group find new and interesting angles and topics for your discussion. We hope that these ideas will enrich your conversation and increase your enjoyment of the book.

	



		INTRODUCTION

		This brand-new novel from the bestselling author of Practical Magic follows two brilliant young women as they become immersed in a mysterious secret group of witches at Radcliffe known as the Lilith Society.

		By the 1950s, Cambridge, Massachusetts, feels far removed from the legendary witch trials that marked its early days as a colony. Ava, a bright young woman from a small town in Maine, arrives for her first year at Radcliffe College. There, she meets Lauren—the wild and brazen daughter of a wealthy and well-established Cambridge family—her opposite in every way. But the two have more in common than they think. Both are recruited by the Lilith Society, a secret organization of witches at Radcliffe dating back to colonial times. As they learn more about their legacy, Ava and Lauren form a close bond that is put to the test as they navigate their new power and friendship.

	
	



		TOPICS AND QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

		
				Ava’s longing for another life is clear from the moment she appears on the page: “She wanted to be surprised by life, to walk along dark streets and kiss someone as if her life depended upon it” (p. 11). How does Ava’s relationship with freedom and agency evolve over the course of the novel?

				Lauren tells Lionel, “People like us shouldn’t ever fall in love” (p. 27). How does Lauren’s fear of emotional vulnerability change throughout the story? What allows her to be more vulnerable, and when do we see her the most afraid?

				Lauren tells Ava that Ava had better learn “the game of appearing normal” (p. 33). What role does conformity play for the characters, magical and non-magical alike, throughout the novel? Which characters succeed at blending in, and which refuse to?

				Rose, the first witch of Cambridge, writes, “What men don’t understand they will seek to destroy” (p. 164). Where do we see the consequences of this play out in the story?

				Jamie repeatedly struggles with the darkness of his family history. How does his relationship with his legacy shape his journey?

				The novel draws direct parallels between the Salem Witch Trials and McCarthy-era America. Where do you see these comparisons most clearly? Can similar parallels be drawn to the political climate of today?

				Discuss the role of the body in this novel. Characters are judged, punished, desired, or feared because of physical traits like sharp teeth, black blood, scars, or extra fingers. How are these traits used to convey a sense of otherness and power?

				Imagery from the natural world appears throughout the novel: crows, dogs, flowers, rivers, apples, and many more. What role does nature play within the magical world of the story? Which recurring symbols stood out most to you and why?

				Discuss the relationship between power and knowledge in the novel. Who has access to education, history, and magic—and who is excluded from them?

				By the end of the novel, which relationship dynamics felt the most meaningful to you: friendship, romance, family bonds, or the connections between generations of women? Why? How do these different relationships overlap or conflict with each other?

		

	
		
			ENHANCE YOUR BOOK CLUB

			
					Host your own Lilith Society evening. Dress in your best witchy attire and discuss the book over a candlelit dinner with apple-themed desserts.

					Research more about McCarthyism and its parallels to the Salem Witch Trials. Look into contemporary political moments that may have a similar resonance. Are there ways you can help vulnerable members of your community?

					Read Alice Hoffman’s other magic books: Practical Magic, The Rules of Magic, Magic Lessons, and Practical Magic 2. What are some common themes you see reflected in these other stories that also appear in The Witches of Cambridge?

			

	







	More from the Author
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			El Mejor perro del mundo/The Best Dog in the…

			The Best Dog in the World
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			The Invisible Hour

			The Book of Magic (Practical Magic 2)
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			Magic Lessons

			The World That We Knew
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