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FEBRUARY 1888

The Bowery, NYC

Nessa shuffled ahead of me, her swollen figure enveloped by the moon. Thousands of stars glowed across the vault of an indigo sky. Shards of hope. Although my sister and I journeyed through a desolate back street hours past midnight, we were not alone. 

Nessa stopped. “I need to rest,” she said, caressing the precious bump beneath her cloak. 

A stack of wooden crates leaned against a factory wall. Nessa sat on one and stared glumly at her tattered boots. The sole was coming off the left boot, and the laces were so frail that they threatened to break at any moment. I lightly touched her shoulder, trying to offer reassurance that I did not feel. 

“We’re almost home,” I said. 

Nessa’s face turned upward. The ghostly pallor sent chills through my bones. A thin veil of perspiration covered my sister’s pallid brow, and her cheeks were sunken like deflated balloons. 

“I’m scared, Maggie.” The words trembled in her throat, as though coming from a secret frozen place. I clasped Nessa’s hand. She attempted to stand but collapsed back onto the crate. “Give me a few minutes...” 

Felicity, the old calico cat that roamed the Bowery, slowly strolled past. She stopped and stared at us with wise emerald eyes. Nessa’s breathing grew labored—the long, desperate grunts giving way to staccato gasps. Looking for a distraction, I crossed the cobblestone path and read an advertisement on a neighboring doorway. 

Madame Martha’s Magnificent Corsets.

A Marvel of Comfort and Elegance!

Beneath this proud proclamation was a detailed sketch of a full-bodied woman, cleavage bulging and hips bursting, with a nearly pencil-thin waist. Dressed in a fashionable gown, she admired a ring on her outstretched hand. Long rippling lines stretched from the stone, the artist’s amateur attempt at depicting its dazzling radiance. 

“Tell me what it says,” Nessa weakly said.

I snickered and read, “The girdle this lady wears needs no breaking in. It’s as comfortable as a satin under-slip.”

“Impossible,” Nessa dryly remarked.

“Oh, but there’s more,” I continued, my laughter rising as I read the advertisement, word for word. “Merchants take great pains to recommend them. They do not break down over the hips, and the celebrated French curbed ban prevents any wrinkling or stretching at the sides. Those who wear Madame Martha’s Magnificent Corsets are universally adored by men and envied by women, young and old alike.” 

Nessa grunted. The corners of her mouth cracked into a broken smile. “Have you ever worn a corset, Maggie? Even the nicest jumps bunch and wrinkle. They flatten your insides into pancakes.” 

“Are you wearing one now?” I teased. 

Nessa’s mouth lifted, revealing a row of straight white teeth. “If I did, the baby would leap out like a rabbit!” 

I glanced up at the red-painted sign hovering close to the factory’s roof. “Gilmores Women’s Apparel. Do you think they would hire me?”

“Don’t get your hopes up.” Nessa gripped the crate and hoisted herself to stand. Though the ground was dry, a dark puddle suddenly formed at her feet. We stared in shock. It meant only one thing. Nessa was in labor. 

“Let’s go,” I ordered, tugging at her arm.

Nessa fell to her knees as if walloped from behind. She let loose a piercing cry of pain, prompting the old feline to bolt. “It’s too late!” she gasped. 

Her eyes projected a terror I had never seen before. I soothingly stroked the outline of the unborn infant beneath Nessa’s woolen cloak. It responded to my touch, kicking and pressing down. My heart stirred with compassion. Nessa was not at fault for what happened with the men on that despicable coal ship. None of this was Nessa’s fault. 

A kerosene lamp awakened in the factory’s second-floor window. Seconds later, a diaphanous figure emerged from the door advertising Madame Martha’s Magnificent Corsets. The specter approached and kneeled before us. Nessa lay back on the cobblestone, and the phantom midwife calmly got to work. 

After much pushing and screaming on Nessa’s part, a loud bundle of life emerged. Slicing at the umbilical cord with a pocketknife, the visitor deftly separated the squirming infant from Nessa and wrapped him in her shawl. She handed the swaddled baby to me, removed the skirt that she wore, rolled it up, and pressed it to Nessa’s loins. The makeshift bandage rapidly turned red. 

Desperate to assist, I hastily removed my calico skirt and handed it over. Streaks of Nessa’s blood melded with the tiny black dots of cotton seed remnants. Nessa moaned and closed her eyes. 

“Will she be all right?” I anxiously asked. 

The specter remained silent. I looked up. High above, the stars glowed, and the moon gleamed, showering us with serenity and warmth. 

Nessa’s eyes briefly opened. The lids fluttered as she stared up at me. “Goodbye, Maggie,” she murmured. 

“No,” I begged. “Don’t go!”

Nessa released a long, raspy gasp and expired into the night. 

The infant stopped crying as if silenced by grief. 

I gazed down at Nessa’s lifeless form. Damp strands of golden-blonde hair framed my sister’s heart-shaped face. Her eyes remained open. They stared directly at me. I turned to discover the mysterious visitor had left. I ran to the doorway bearing Madame Martha’s image and pounded for the midwife’s return. No sound was issued from the other side, and no light appeared in the second-floor window. 

I paced the cobblestone path, my mind frantically racing like a runaway train: what to do... What to do? I could search for a policeman. Surely, I would quickly find one in the Bowery. What would he think, eyeing a dead young woman lying in a pool of blood? And what would he make of me, holding a naked infant in my arms? I risked being handcuffed, shoved inside a police wagon, and hauled off to the station. There, the authorities could rip the infant away from me and hand him over to an orphanage. 

I had to prevent a second tragedy. I had to abandon poor Nessa and escape with her child. 

The day before was unseasonably mild, but now a freezing wind burned my unprotected legs. I lifted my stained calico skirt from the ground and dressed in its warmth. There were a few coins in Nessa’s pocket, the meager wages of begging all day in Madison Square. 

I took the coins. 

I also removed the boots from Nessa’s limp legs. It felt like a cruel thing, to despoil a corpse, but I knew that Nessa would want me to have them. We often exchanged shoes during our wanderings through the city. My mended slippers, once shell pink, now resembled mud-speckled limpets clinging to my feet. They were still somewhat pretty, at least, I thought they were pretty, but they were useless in the winter months. In contrast, Nessa’s boots, while ugly and outdated, featured wooden heels that provided a scrap of protection from the city’s winter storms. 

I cast Nessa one last sorrowful look. I should probably have taken her woolen cloak, which was much heavier than my cotton one, but doing so seemed especially heartless. Although Nessa had left her body, I wanted her to stay warm. 

Leaning forward, I gently caressed Nessa’s forehead. “Until we meet again, Nessa,” I whispered through the tears. 
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“PAPA, WAKE UP!” GERSHOM’S tone was tender yet firm.

“Hmm? What’s that?” the old man muttered, slowly rising from a dream. His son’s handsome face took shape before him by degrees, wide-set eyes, a high forehead topped with a shock of thick black hair, and bony Slavic cheeks posed in intense symmetry to an aquiline nose.

“Where’s the load of trousers?” Gershom asked. 

Leo Moskowitz sat up with a start and looked helplessly about the room. “Did I forget to pick them up? I thought I brought them back.” 

“Let’s get you to bed, Papa. This chair is too hard for you to sleep on.” Gershom leaned forward and helped his father to his feet.

“But the trousers... someone will steal them!” 

“Don’t worry. I’ll go get them.” 

“What time is it, son?”

“It’s late. Long past midnight.”

“The trousers!” the old man exclaimed. His blood-deprived lips, bluish and cracked, trembled with dread. 

“Don’t worry,” Gershom reassured him. “I’m sure they’re still waiting at the port. I’ll go fetch them now.” 

Ascending the creaky staircase, Leo Moskowitz touched his son’s fingers, weathered, and calloused—the tools of a hardworking apprentice. “Be careful out there,” he said. 

“I can handle myself, Leo.”

They entered the enclave where they slept, a narrow space comprising two straw cots and a battered nightstand littered with flasks of pills and medicinal syrups. Gershom watched as his father’s arthritic body crept under the cot’s covers. There once was a day when he saw Leo Moskowitz as a giant. As a young boy, he would climb on his father’s sturdy back and sit upon his muscled shoulders, taking delight in an afternoon’s soaring flight through the bustling streets of St. Petersburg, Russia. 

That was over twenty years ago, and so much had changed since then. These days, his father relied on a cane. His spine curled at the top like a gnarly tree branch, and he grew short of breath performing the smallest of tasks, lifting a light crate of fabric, leaning over a sewing machine for too long, and tonight, even climbing into bed. 

“You promise to tell me as soon as you get home?” Leo breathlessly begged. 

“I promise.” Gershom poured some Ayer’s Cherry Pectoral into a small tin cup. The morphine would calm his father and help him back to sleep. “Here, take your tonic and rest, Papa.”

Gershom had no time to squander. His father was right to worry that the trousers could be stolen. Pick-up at the pier was scheduled for nine o’clock that night. A large load of fabric sitting unattended for hours was a tempting catch for every thief wandering the Bowery, looking for an easy mark. 

He rushed down to the parlor, grabbed his coat, and went out into the street. At the door of the Moskowitz and Son sweatshop sat a cart teeming with bundles of unfinished trousers. Gershom laughed with relief. His father had remembered to pick up the load at the pier. He had just forgotten to bring it inside. Fortunately, theirs was a close-knit Jewish neighborhood, and passersby knew to leave the forgetful old tailor’s wagon alone. Everyone loved Leo Moskowitz, and it certainly was not the first time he had left his loaded cart outside, unsupervised. 

With one arm, Gershom pushed the rickety little wagon to the back of the building and pulled it into the storeroom. Over six feet tall, his limbs were muscular from years of lifting heavy loads of fabric, so the cart wasn’t a hardship. Before closing the door, he stood at the threshold and gazed up at the astral nursery in the sky above. 

A myriad of scintillating white bulbs flickered across the Milky Way. Gershom searched for the constellation, Andromeda. Though his father forbade him from reading ancient pagan legends as a young child, he had pursued his passion on the sly, finding time when business was slow at the shop to slip off to the storage room and bury his head in a book of Greek mythology secretly borrowed from the library. Now, in adulthood, he knew every story by heart. 

The tale of Andromeda was particularly poignant. The fair princess was chained to a sea cliff, about to be devoured by a sea monster, when Perseus sailed past and instantly fell in love with her. Perseus ultimately rescued Andromeda and went on to make her his wife—then made her a queen. 

Now that was what Gershom called a romantic coup. 

In late winter, with the steady beams of a full moon bathing the Northern sky, it was nearly impossible to locate the constellation’s fuzzy white head. Gershom had almost given up, but in the last few seconds of inspection, he detected the dull, far-off glow of Andromeda pulsing in a patch of blackness thousands, if not millions, of light years away. His gaze lingered on the milky speck before sweeping across the great stellar expanse, as if in visual benediction. 

“Beautiful...” he softly spoke.

A shuffling in the alleyway disrupted his reverie. The rustling grew louder. A figure emerged, sublimely transfigured by the dim glow of a street lamp. Damp coils of flaxen hair framed a bewitching face, and a silky silhouette mesmerized the furthest reaches of Gershom’s imagination. 

There before him, Andromeda had suddenly come to life. 

Bewildered, Gershom saw that the young woman clutched a swaddled infant in her arms. The pair looked so weak and fragile, as though the slightest wind would blow them away. 

“Do you need help?” he called out, advancing with trepidation.   

She slowly backed away. Gershom was not deterred. He approached, taking brisk but carefully measured steps. Close up, she was even more beautiful. Her eyes were the color of a summer ocean at sunset, immense and fathomless and sparkling with the promise of another day. Gershom caught his breath, startled by the intensity of the young woman’s gaze. 

In the distance, a policeman came toward them. The young woman’s face contorted with terror. “He’s coming for the baby. Don’t let him steal the baby from me!”

Pure instinct took over. Gershom grabbed hold of the woman’s elbow and pulled her into the nearest tavern. Inside, the room smelled of smoke and stale ale. Unsavory men were everywhere—drowning their sorrows in pints at the bar, gambling at candlelit tables, and stuffing their bloated faces with salted pork and bread. It was not a place where an attractive woman holding a baby went unnoticed. 

Gershom led them to an alcove partitioned off with frosted glass. “Sit down,” he said. “I’ll order us a drink.” 

He rushed to the bar and ordered two glasses of port, his face repeatedly turning to the alcove to make sure that the mysterious woman did not run away. She stayed put with the baby, looking both lost and afraid. He returned with the port and placed the glasses on the table. 

“I don’t accept drinks from strangers,” she said, straightening her back to the wall. 

“Are you sure?” he asked. “It looks like you could use one.” 

Her eyes flared with contempt. “Ach, so you can drug me and have your way?” 

His mouth dropped open. He was about to say that the drink would calm her down, but if there was one thing that he had learned in recent years, it was to never, ever tell a distressed woman to calm down. Better to ask for a sharp slap across the face. 

He chose his words with care. “Take a sip to settle your nerves,” he evenly suggested. “It seems like you’ve had a rough night.” His gaze lowered to the newborn infant, fast asleep in her arms.

“That I have,” she said, taking the glass of blood-red liquid to her mouth. She took a small sip and, much to Gershom’s pleasure, tossed him a timid smile. “Thank you,” she murmured, placing the glass back down. 

He switched the glasses before them and took a generous swig from hers. “There. Now I drank the poisoned elixir, and you are free to drink mine without reservation. How’s that sound?” 

She nervously giggled. It was enough to make Gershom’s heart compress with delight, hearing that soft laugh and seeing how her supple pink lips curved into a kissable grin. And those eyes. Oh, God, those eyes! 

He restrained his desire. “Why would the police take your baby to an orphanage?” he asked. 

She took a second swig of port, this one long and thirsty. “The baby is not mine. I need to protect him. You know what happens to motherless children in the Bowery.” 

“Nothing good,” Gershom said. 

Out of the blue, she asked, “Do you believe that ghosts exist?” 

His eyebrows arched. “I don’t know,” he truthfully replied. “I’ve never seen a ghost, though I’m not closed to the idea that they exist.” 

She nodded, pensive. “I may have seen a ghost tonight.” She recalled the spectral midwife. There was a gossamer quality to her figure, like a dew-dropped cobweb glimmering in the morning sun. 

“You, you saw a ghost?” Gershom stammered. 

“Oh, it’s not that unusual,” she replied, so casually that she may as well have been discussing the weather. “I come from a long line of female seers in Ireland. My great-grandmother was found guilty of sorcery in the 1700s. She was an innkeeper and a money lender in Donegal. People went to her for healing and advice until some of her debtors grew sick and died. They thought she put a curse on them.” She flipped her hand through the air. “So off Granny went to the gallows.”

“Did all of the female seers in your family suffer similar fates?” 

She shrugged. “I have no idea. My mother only told me about my great-grandmother and a distant cousin who fled to America in fear of persecution. Apparently, she could see ghosts and fairies. People thought she was possessed by demons.” 

She swallowed the remainder of the port and fidgeted in the chair, her gaze shifting from the infant to the doorway, as though planning her escape. Gershom expeditiously signaled the bartender for another round. He was captivated by the young woman’s light Irish brogue. It made every word she spoke sound like poetry.

“In the case of your great-grandmother,” he calmly remarked, hoping to keep her in that cozy alcove for as long as possible, “I suspect her only crime was that of having more money and power than a woman was allowed in the 1700s—or today, for that matter.” 

“Maybe,” she said, her finger circling the rim of the glass. “Although I do believe that otherworldly beings walk the earth. They are invisible to the human eye, but seers can discern them.”

The bartender approached with two fresh glasses of port. Gershom handed him a dollar bill. His gaze returned to the beautiful woman seated before him. There was a translucence to her face, an ethereal quality that roused him. 

“Have you seen ghosts before tonight?” he asked, feigning a tone of detachment. 

“As a child, I saw fairies,” she matter-of-factly replied. “I saw my first ghost on the voyage from Ireland to America. A little boy in steerage died of smallpox. He had a milky figure that came and went. I pointed him out to my mother. She could not see him, but she was terrified. She told me to never speak of ghosts or fairies again, to shut the visions out of my mind.”

Gershom leaned forward. “And did you,” he prodded, “shut them out of your mind?”

She shook her head. “How could I? When ghosts appear, you haven’t much of a choice. Still, I did learn to ignore them.” She sighed, deep and heavy, her gaze lingering on the sleeping baby cradled in her arm. “But what I saw tonight can’t be dismissed. I saw a spectral midwife. Not exactly a ghost, she was more like an angel.”

For the second time that evening, Gershom’s mouth dropped open. What the deuce was he supposed to say? 

Just then, the policeman entered the tavern. The young woman jumped from the bench, her panic-stricken eyes searching for the nearest exit. 

Gershom grabbed hold of her arm. “This way,” he instructed, guiding her down a darkened hallway to the back door. 

Once outside, she unleashed herself from his grip and pressed the infant tighter to her chest. “I must go,” she hurriedly said. 

Before Gershom could detain her, whether through charm or another firm clasp of her elbow, the enchanting creature had rounded the corner and faded into the darkness, leaving him to wonder if she was nothing more than a self-induced hallucination. 

But no, she was real. More real than anything he had ever encountered in his life. Where did she come from, Gershom wondered? There was no way that the Bowery’s polluted streets could produce such a vision of infinite grace. 

He called after her. “What’s your name?” 

Only the whooshing of a frigid wind replied, the hollow throbbing matching Gershom’s unruly heartbeat. 

With every ounce of faith that he possessed, Gershom hoped that someday, somehow, he would cross paths with the living, breathing, magnificent Andromeda once again. 
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IN THE UNDERGROUND burrow, streams of early morning sunlight struggled to break through the panes of a dirt-encrusted window bordering the street above. I had intended to clean my calico skirt, soaking it in hot soapy water and hanging it on the line to dry, but Nessa was dead, and here I was thinking only of myself, consumed with how I would maintain the only skirt that I owned. 

I went to the stove and filled it with coal pellets and some crumpled sheets of newspaper. I struck a match against the stone wall and tossed it inside. Waiting for the pellets to grow red and hot, I delicately touched the worn-out garment’s pleats, as though honoring sacred remains before placing them on a funeral pyre. I opened the stove’s door but could not bring myself to toss the skirt into the chamber of fire. 

I draped it over a chair and wearily scanned my surroundings. The dismal space was no larger than a storage closet, which was probably the builder’s original intent before a slumlord realized he could earn three dollars a month by renting it out. The dirt floor was warped. When the rain was heavy or snow melted in the spring, a steady stream of mud trickled down the stonework and pooled into the back corner, bringing with it the foul odors of horse droppings and rotten garbage. 

Three dollars a month. How could I pay the landlord if I also had to care for Nessa’s child? It would be next to impossible for me to find gainful employment in the days ahead. Respectable jobs in the Bowery were hard to come by. Being Irish did not help, and without money to ride the streetcar, my prospects were further limited. 

I would have to resort to daily begging. There was nothing worse than that—crouched on a filthy street corner like a tinker in the Great Hunger, ignoring the spit and scorn cast my way, offering a pathetically servile “God Bless you, sir” and “Thank you, ma’am” in exchange for a blackened penny. 

The infant stirred on the straw mattress, puckering his lips and making soft urgent noises in the request for milk. I slipped on my flannel nightgown and carried the baby up five flights of stairs. Mrs. Sullivan met me in the doorway of her flat. She was an ogress, bearing manlike features and a scraggly, threatening frame. Her stony black eyes bore into me. The hateful stare dropped to the hungry infant wailing in my grasp. 

“I cannot help you,” she said, her voice ironed flat by the heat of disdain. 

I glanced over Mrs. Sullivan’s stunted shoulder into the dark and poorly ventilated space. At the kitchen table, a toddler was fed porridge by a sibling not much older than him. A strand of lumpy gruel dribbled down his chapped chin. The eldest of the Sullivan girls sat on a bench beside the stove, carefully peeling leaves from bundles of artificial flowers and gluing them to their stems. There would be no schooling for her today, or any other day. It was her miserable lot to remain locked within the confines of her mother’s makeshift sweatshop, never learning to read or write, never thinking such options exist. 

At least the Sullivan boys had it better. I watched as the younger ones ambled off to school every morning. They played stickball in the afternoons. The eldest son, Jim, was a spoiled rotten product of that privilege. At the age of twenty-three, he arsed around the Bowery in the daylight hours, making a menace of himself. Most nights, he could be found getting drunk and betting on dog fights at Milligan’s Hell, the filthiest dive around. 

Mrs. Sullivan attempted to close the door. I blocked it with my foot. “I have money,” I said, producing Nessa’s coins in my open palm. 

The ogress considered the coins. “That will cover two days of care.” 

“Fine. Two days is long enough for me to find a job.” 

The ogress’s thin lips twined into a damning sneer. “A mother should care for her child, not hand it off to a stranger.” 

“She died last night. I have nowhere else to turn. Mrs. Sullivan, please—”

The stony eyes narrowed. “Who died?” 

I bowed my head. “Nessa,” I softly whispered. A wave of melancholy swept across my chest. It felt like I was ingesting the news for the first time all over again.

“Who?” Mrs. Sullivan sharply asked.

“Never mind,” I muttered. I had no desire to share the details of my sister’s death with a woman who cared only for herself. 

Mrs. Sullivan shook her head in disgust. From another room, an infant cried. The petulant noise caused Nessa’s child to wail louder in my arms. Exasperated, the ogress grabbed the coins and Nessa’s child. 

“Good riddance,” she hissed and slammed the door in my face. 

Descending the stairway, I fought back a keen sense of loss. Mrs. Sullivan would nurse Nessa’s hungry infant with milk from her sagging breasts if only to stop his screaming, but she would not love him. In fact, she would hate him. 

At the bottom step, a jarring wind ripped through the landing. “You had no other choice,” Nessa’s voice called from within the wall. 

I pressed my palms to the wet bricks. “Nessa, are you there?” I looked wildly about. “Nessa?” 

I slumped against the wall, despondent. Of course, Nessa was not hiding inside the wall. By now, her corpse was probably on the back of a garbage cart headed for Potter’s Field. 

I returned to the basement and carried a tin bucket out to the yard. The morning rush of renters waiting to fill their basins and pails had long since passed. Only a young child, about three years old, stumbled barefoot through the snow. I filled the bucket and turned to the child. She belonged to a raucous Italian family living on the first floor. 

“Come with me,” I said. 

Doe-eyed and trusting, the little girl tripped past the row of privies and followed me inside. 

“Sit there.” I pointed to the doorway of her family’s flat. I knocked twice and walked away, not waiting to see if the little girl was retrieved. What business did I have looking after a stranger’s child when I couldn’t even care for my dead sister’s newborn son? 

The little girl called after me. “Oh, Miss!”

I turned to her. “What is it?”

She playfully winked. “See you on the other side.” 

What a strange thing for a child to say! No matter, I did not have time for games. I returned to my flat, heated the water in a large pot over the stove, poured half of it into a chipped basin on the washstand, and stripped off my flannel gown. I ran the soapy rag over every inch of my goose-bumped flesh. Dry crusts of blood covered my calves and thighs. I frantically scrubbed at them and watched as the remains of last night’s ordeal clouded over the basin’s shallow depths. 

I poured the rest of the water back into the bucket and dipped my soiled skirt and a bar of soap into the steaming water. My fingers gently kneaded the garment. What a strange feeling, to watch as Nessa’s once-vital fluids turned the water pinkish brown. 

After, I clipped the dripping wet skirt to a line trailing the length of the room and brushed my teeth with the frayed end of a birch twig dipped in warm water, charcoal, and salt. The chalky taste of mineral grind made my empty stomach turn. I spat the black mixture into a tin cup, all the while thinking of Mrs. Sullivan’s little teeth—crooked and brown and rotten with decay. My teeth would always be clean and white. I would make sure of it. 

A heavy wave of fatigue washed over me as I prepared to leave. The room spun haphazardly about, and bright spots of purple and yellow burst like fireworks in my head. I tumbled to the mattress, resolving to close my eyes for only a few minutes. 

When I awoke, many hours had passed. A somber grayness encased the room, telling me it was dusk. My heart sank. Mrs. Sullivan’s services had been employed for one whole day, leaving only tomorrow for me to find work. Begging would not come close to providing the money that I required. 

The ceiling creaked from the heavy stomping of laborers returning from the factories. I longed to go upstairs and see how Nessa’s baby was doing, but I was not willing to endure any more of the ogress’s bitter wrath. Instead, I put on my cotton cloak, which dropped to my ankles and fully concealed the flannel nightgown, pulled on Nessa’s battered boots, and departed the squalid hole that we once shared. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 4


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


A SWARM OF NEWBORN fairies greeted me outside. The tiny creatures swirled about the gas lamps, their fragile wings crackling like leaves set afire in the icy air. I walked forward, drawn to their brilliance. Rounding East Seventh Street, a peculiar stupor took hold. Long tears streamed down my face, mixing with the pixie dust the fairies left behind. I licked my lips. They tasted like maple sugar, woodsy and comforting. I felt somehow purified, cleansed. I should have experienced the discomfort of slush and pebbles edging into the cracks in Nessa’s boots, but it seemed the fairies were causing me to levitate over the asphalt.

I drifted up the steps of the Cooper Institute and pushed open the elaborately carved door. A few precocious fairies followed me into the Reading Room. Seeing the well-lit interior, the wee critters chimed with delight, although the scent of old parchment sent one sprite into a violent fit of sneezing. 

Above us, stained-glass windows rose majestically to meet the ornate ceiling. From a circular window on the second floor, a white-bearded man stared down at the patrons like a feudal lord observing his subjects working in the fields beneath his castle’s tower. Who was that man, I wondered, and why was he always looking at me?

Across the way, a bespectacled lady sat rigidly at an elevated desk. She was the Book Warden, the guardian of the treasure. Like a chaperon vigilantly watching her ward, the head librarian shielded her virginal tomes from the prying fingers of marauders. Only last month, she approached Nessa and asked her to be careful when leafing through the delicate paper of the book she was reading. 

“Don’t lick your finger when you turn the pages,” she chastised. “There is too much acid in that spit.” 

“No, ma’am,” Nessa answered, sheepishly. On a previous visit to the Reading Room, Nessa had asked the Book Warden’s permission to examine copies of Flash dating from the summer of 1887. 

“And what is it you are looking for?” the librarian asked, her wide-set eyes coolly sweeping over Nessa. 

“Young women are being drugged and accosted in the Bowery,” Nessa replied. 

The older woman surveyed Nessa with suspicion. My sister’s interest in such a questionable affair, along with her bloated and disheveled appearance, no doubt set off alarm bells for the Book Warden. 

“You would do well to focus on right-minded matters,” she instructed, pointing at the Bibles and Christian pamphlets. 

“I’d rather look at copies of Flash,” Nessa honestly said.

The Book Warden huffed. “Come with me.”

She led us to an expansive chamber where rows of magazines and newspapers were neatly stacked upon shiny polished shelves. Overhead, electrified gasoliers shaped like bubbly globes dangled from golden chains, showering the room with opal-colored light. The Book Warden tugged at the handle of a wooden file cabinet containing chronologically indexed editions of Flash and signaled the guard. 

“Keep an eye on her,” she instructed. 

It was all Nessa could do to stay focused on her research that afternoon. The eagle-eyed guard zoomed in on her every move, his wary gaze veering from Nessa to the Book Warden, who watched from her perch. Nessa never did find any Flash articles about women being drugged and accosted in the Bowery. 

Well, I was obviously not with Nessa today, and best of all, the Book Warden was preoccupied with other things. I walked to the west end of the room and entered the light-speckled treasure trove of weeklies and dailies that illustrated in words and etchings the activities of a city that never slept. So many vestiges of so many secret lives. The selection was enormous, ranging from the widely read New York Herald to street-smart, scandal-ridden dailies like Flash. In my fantasy world, I would be a Flash reporter. I was sure that I could describe the flamboyant happenings of the Bowery with more local color than a visiting writer on assignment. 

A pretty librarian walked past the case containing German newspapers and magazines and stopped at my feet. She was about my age—nineteen or twenty, at most. Her hair was crimped in tight close curls, and her angular features, a long, slender nose, discerning brown eyes, and a diamond-shaped chin, were softened by a simple strand of milk-white pearls embellishing the square neckline of her blouse. 

Gone were my earlier feelings of levitation and vaporization. Now my heart raced, and my stomach twisted into knots. I anxiously looked around. Where were my fairy helpers when I needed them? 

“Can I help you find what you are looking for?” the librarian inquired. 

“Are you new here?” I asked, fearing that she would see the hemline of my nightgown hanging above Nessa’s damaged boots. 

A crease formed on her brow. “Is it so obvious?” she asked. 

“No, it’s just that I’ve never seen you before.”

She relaxed. “Oh, of course.” 

“How do you like it?” 

The librarian warmly smiled. “It’s like working in a museum. To be surrounded by so many books, all the stories of the city...” 

I glanced at her dress. Rich imported fabric trimmed with Belgian lace. It must have cost a fortune. I imagined that the librarian’s whole life was wonderful—doting parents and servants in a Fifth Avenue brownstone, a wardrobe teeming with silken gowns even grander than the one she presently wore, and a courteous beau who escorted her to the theater on Saturday nights. 

“What’s your favorite reading?” she asked. 

“Newspapers, encyclopedias...” I tentatively replied. “Oh, and fairy tales, too. I know they’re written for children, but I like them all the same.” 

Her face positively glowed. “Oh, fairy tales are the best! Which one is your favorite?” 

“It’s hard to pick one. Cinderella, maybe. I like the Grimm version best. The Little Mermaid by Hans Christian Anderson is also good.”

“Do you like Sleeping Beauty?” 

I could feel the heat rising to my cheeks. Though I had been visiting the Reading Room for several years, I had only discovered the fairy tale section a few months ago and my knowledge was limited to six stories. 

“I haven’t read Sleeping Beauty,” I confessed. 

She gasped. “You’ve never read Sleeping Beauty? But it’s a classic! You simply must read it. Hold on a moment, let me find it for you.” She returned holding a leather-bound tome of popular fairy tales. 

I took hold of the book and grazed the supple calfskin with my open palm. The sound of a chair loudly clunking traveled across the room. The Book Warden stood at her perch, eyeing us like a hawk. 

“Come with me,” the librarian whispered. She guided me to a private room where patrons could talk. We sat at the Ladies’ Table. 

“We’re being watched,” I whispered. “I don’t want to make trouble for you.” 

“Don’t worry,” the librarian said, her voice rising in volume as a rebellious glint lit up her eyes. “My father is on the institute’s board.” 

I envied her cheer. It was a trait of the privileged. With a good family name and tomorrow as predictable as today, who wouldn’t agree that the world was a safe and lovely place? The librarian opened the book and found Sleeping Beauty. Each chapter was accompanied by flawless illustrations colored in hues of pinkish rose and cornflower blue. 

“I’ll read it right now,” I promised. 

The librarian stood and smoothed the rumples of her satin skirt. “If there is anything else that you need—”

I was sure that embarrassment etched my face. Still, I forced myself to say the words: “I need a skirt.” 

“Oh...” The librarian’s slender shoulders dropped. “A skirt?” 

I avoided the penetration of her gaze. “I’m wearing a night dress,” I mumbled. “My skirt was... soiled.” 

The librarian’s mouth flattened to a frown. She probably thought that my monthly visitor had ruined the back of my skirt. It was a humiliating image, but not as jolting as the reality of what had happened to the calico garment the night before. 

After a few empty seconds, she said, “I know where you can find... a skirt. There is a mission in the Bowery. The White Door. The director collects clothing and hands it out to women and children in need. I’m sure she can find... a skirt... for you.” She furtively glanced at my mended cotton cloak. “And get yourself a warmer coat. This is winter, you know.” 

“Yes, of course.” I faltered. “Thank you, Miss—” I bit my bottom lip, realizing I did not know her name. 

She swiftly came to my rescue. “Call me Virginia.” 

My heart softened, not only because Virginia was big-hearted enough to tell me her first name, but also because it was one of my favorite names. According to the New American Cyclopedia, a giant book collecting dust in the library’s main room, there were many great legends about women named Virginia: the girl raised by Croatian Indians, turned into a white doe by a spiteful old medicine man who could not have her, or the Roman Virginia whose father sacrificed his daughter to prevent her seduction by a corrupt official. Give a child the name Virginia and you promise her a colorful, albeit tragic, life. Fortunately, Virginia the librarian seemed to be defying the odds. 

“And what’s your name?” she asked, her voice a breezy blend of curiosity and affection. 

I never liked my name. It was so ordinary, so Irish. “It’s not as pretty as yours,” I said. 

“But I’d like to hear it,” she pressed. 

“Maggie,” I reluctantly replied. 

“Huh!” Virginia raised a perfectly buffed and polished fingertip to her chin. “It’s a pretty name, but I’m not sure that it suits you.”

I blankly nodded. Virginia was right. 

“Anyway, there’s nothing we can do about now, is there?” She giggled, punctuating her performance with a playful wink before walking away. 

I watched as she approached another patron, giving him service that did not compare to what she had offered me. Having finished with him, she pirouetted and approached the Ladies’ Table once more. A fairy followed from behind. He landed on Virginia’s shoulder. He blew a kiss into her ear, spraying a powdery film of pixie dust over her porcelain cheeks. 

Giggling, Virginia brushed the pixie away with her fingertips. “Stop that now! You’re tickling me!” 

My jaw went slack. “Who are you talking to?” 

The corner of her mouth lifted into a secretive grin. “Who do you think? One of the little fairies that followed you inside.”

“You... you are a seer?” I stammered. I had never met another seer, least of all, a ritzy one.

Virginia smacked her lips together. “The dust of newborn pixies tastes like maple syrup, don’t you think?”

I stared at her, astonished. “Aye, it does.”

She stepped closer. Her eyes narrowed and anchored on mine. “Listen, Maggie. I have to tell you something—something very important that you simply must know.”

I squirmed in the chair. “What is it?” 

She lowered her head to my ear. “You remind me of a canary,” she whispered. 

“What?” I blurted out. Had living in that upscale Fifth Avenue brownstone with the doting servants and fine silk gowns made Virginia the librarian a wee bit daft? 

With lips still touching my earlobe, she whispered, “I used to have a bird named Kiwi. One evening, the housekeeper did not close the window. There was a nor’easter that night. The wind blew through the cracks in the window frame and Kiwi froze to death.”

I yanked my ear away and turned to face her. “And this is important because...?”

She instantly straightened, a hard-boiled expression darkening her face. “Because you could freeze to death like Kiwi if you don’t get a thicker coat!”

“Shh!” a woman sitting at the end of the long table hissed.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” I whispered, though why I felt responsible for Virginia’s rudeness was a mystery to me. 

When I turned back to Virginia, she was gone. She must have disappeared behind the stacks. I sat back and considered her outrageous words. I did not feel like an exotic bird from the tropical islands. If anything, I felt like a street sparrow nesting under grimy gutters to avoid the hawks hovering in the dour skies above the Bowery. And if I was a street sparrow, what type of bird was Virginia? 

She was an odd bird, to be sure. And yet, she was elegant. Virginia was a swan, I decided. A graceful, long-necked trumpeter gliding peacefully across a lake of glass. A swan who could see fairies, who loved books, smelled of lavender, and dressed in Belgian lace. 

What would it take, I wondered, to transform myself from a street sparrow into an exquisite swan? Money, plain and simple. I needed a first-rate wardrobe and a safe dwelling in a better neighborhood. But there was more to it than outward appearances. I also needed a complete cleansing of my mind. I would have to weed out the shady memories that haunted my waking hours, prompting me to behave like a stray dog that had been kicked too often and too hard. I would have to awaken from the nightmare and sculpt myself into an entirely new creation
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