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She had not laid curses upon her neighbors, only scolded them for stealing her apples. She had made a poppet or two, but they had done no real harm. She had never consorted with the devil.

She was, as she had told them, clear of offenses, but they would not hearken. They had taken the word of five girls and many more men, most of whom had tried for her favors at one time or another. They had judged her a witch and sentenced her to a dark death on this bright day.
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For Peter Rubie, agent, mentor, friend from the beginning.
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1692

It was a cruel day to leave the world.

The sun shone with all the gaiety and promise of early summer. The new green leaves glistened with it, and the apple and pear blossoms, just past their prime, drifted in the warm air like white butterflies, powdering the orchard floor with their bruised petals.

Bridget paced in her cell, angry and getting angrier. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. Those girls, those accusers, knew nothing of what it was like to grow old, to bear children and see them abandon you, to bury husbands you could not keep alive no matter how many potions you brewed or charms you concocted. Those girls—Abigail, Mercy, Elizabeth, Ann, and Mary—they were still young and fresh. They suffered no drooping of private flesh from having borne babies. No one mocked them for preferring a red bodice over a dull black one, or for enjoying a laugh with a traveler, or for keeping a pet goat to fuss over.

And the traitorous John Hathorne! He had visited her often and often after Thomas died. John liked the cider she made from her apples, and he liked even more the softness of her bed and the fragrance of her dark hair. Then, when her hair had gone gray and her once-sweet flesh had withered, he turned judge. He forgot those hours in the warm, secret darkness, forgot the special charm she’d made for him so his wife wouldn’t know, forgot the words of passion he had whispered in her ear. He turned judge, and he allowed those silly girls, hysterical chits no better than they should be, to accuse her of all manner of evil doings.

She was innocent of the things they accused her of doing. She had not entered Herrick’s bedchamber in spirit form and seduced him, though she knew he wanted her, even now. She had not laid curses upon her neighbors, only scolded them for stealing her apples. She had made a poppet or two, but they had done no real harm. She had never consorted with the devil.

She was, as she had told them, clear of offenses, but they would not hearken. They had taken the word of five girls and many more men, most of whom had tried for her favors at one time or another. They had judged her a witch and sentenced her to a dark death on this bright day.

Even now the cart waited outside her cell to take her to the gallows. She had listened, these two days past, to the sawing and hammering and the jests of the carpenters as they built her instrument of death. She had trembled in the darkness, then buried her terror under waves of fury at the unjustness of her fate.

The church bell clanged from the center of Salem Village. It was time. The clump of men’s boots pounded across the cobblestones, coming toward her. Their voices rang through the sweet summer air, the voices of men taking pleasure in her punishment, of men who cared nothing for her now that she was old and alone. There was no one to speak for her. No one to defend her. She was lost.

John Hathorne appeared in the doorway, his weedy clothes dull and rusty in the summer sun, his hair sticking out like old gray straw from beneath his hat. He was stooped now, as aged as she was, but his voice still rang with thunder. “Bridget Byshop, your time has come!”

Her knees trembled, and she sagged against the wall, overwhelmed in the moment by terror. She pulled at her hair to regain control, to reignite her fury.

Her daughters were her only hope. Mary was a gentle sort of girl, loath to harm even the smallest creature. Christian was different in her inclinations, as angry as Bridget herself. Neither could save their mother now, but they would be her legacy, both of them. Freed of this tired flesh, inspired by her fury, she would watch over her descendants and see that each received inspiration in her turn. She would leave them the maleficia.

She might not be a witch—indeed, she was not sure precisely what a witch was—but she was not nothing. She was only a woman, but she was a woman with abilities. Woe to the ignorant men who thought they could silence her with a noose! They would learn that her power, whatever its source, was stronger than their cruelty. That would be her revenge.

When the door of her cell opened, Bridget Byshop stood tall, straightened her frail shoulders, and walked out to accept her fate.


 

 

Witch should be a beautiful word, signifying wisdom and knowledge and discipline, but it isn’t used that way. It’s been made an insult, implying evil, causing fear. The word has been perverted.

—Harriet Bishop, 1890
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1

Harriet

1890

Harriet preferred foraging in Central Park just after sunrise, before the cyclists and equestrians poured into the Mall, and while noisy young families were still breakfasting at home. On the nights before her excursions, she slept with her curtains open so the first light of dawn could tease her awake, and she could be out in the fields before anyone else.

On a cold, clear morning in May she woke as soon as the light began to rise. She dressed in sturdy boots, a much-worn skirt, and a man’s heavy jacket she had bought from a secondhand store in the Bowery. She took up her basket and slipped quietly out of the apartment so as not to wake her housekeeper. Grace worked hard, and she needed her sleep.

There were no other residents about as Harriet made her way down the corner stairs and out through the central courtyard of the Dakota. In front of the entrance arch she skirted the milk delivery van, its aging horse blinking sleepily beneath its harness. The milkman lifted a hand to Harriet in greeting. The ice cart rattled by as she crossed the road to the Women’s Gate, and the driver, teeth clenched around a pipe, tipped his cap to her. She smiled at him, relishing the communal feeling of their fraternity of early risers.

The first rays of the sun charmed curls of mist from the grass of Sheep Meadow, fairy clouds that sparkled silver against the green backdrop of the pasture. Harriet slowed her steps to take in the sight, savoring the slant of spring light and the emerald glow of new leaves before she crossed the meadow into the chilly shadows of the woods.

Here was near darkness that made her draw the collar of her jacket higher around her throat. Thick boughs of white oak shaded the ground, sheltering riches of sage, red clover, sometimes mushrooms. Harriet breathed in the scents of the fecund earth as she crouched beside a patch of nettles to begin her morning’s work.

It was a good day for her labors. She found a lovely bit of mug-wort beside the nettles, and deeper in the woods she spotted burdock, which could be elusive. There was amaranth, too, the herb the shepherds called pigweed. She took care to harvest just what she could use and left the rest to propagate.

When she emerged from the shade of the trees into the brightness of the midmorning sun, she discovered dandelions growing among the Paris daisies, more than she had expected in mid-May. Their greens would make a nice salad. As she picked handfuls to toss into her basket, she noticed with a grimace how stained her fingers were.

She could have worn gloves, but she liked to feel the texture of growing things and sense the richness of the soil that nurtured them. She had inherited her grandmother’s long, slender fingers, adept at threading the herb she wanted out of the tangle of vegetation protecting it. It gave her pleasure to select a stem of leaves, pinch it between her fingernails, and wriggle it free. If she wanted the root itself, as with burdock, she dusted the soil from it and replanted any part she didn’t need. The process often gave her dirty fingers and grimy nails.

She breathed a rueful sigh. Grace was going to scold.

A herd of sheep had spread through the meadow to crop grass in the sunshine. Their shepherd, leaning on a stick as he watched his flock, doffed his cap as Harriet walked through the pasture. “Good mornin’ to you, Miss Bishop,” he called. “Bit nippy out today, ain’t it?”

“Good morning, Tom. Yes, it does feel chilly now, but it will soon warm.”

“That it will,” he said. The sun was at her back, and he squinted against the light to see her. “My missus is grateful for that stuff you made. She wanted me to say.”

“Is she feeling better, then?” Tom’s wife had received a simple tincture, one that needed no magic to strengthen it.

“Right as rain, Miss Bishop. Right as rain. You did her a wonder.” The testimonial brightened an already fine day. It was hardly the first time Harriet had received such praise in her practice, but each instance lifted her spirit. Each moment diminished, ever so slightly, the burden of guilt she carried always.

With her basket brimful of her harvest, she set off across the pasture, pulling off her dilapidated straw hat to feel the balm of sunshine on her hair and her cheeks. At her age a few new freckles wouldn’t matter. In any case, who was there to complain? Well, Grace, of course, but no one else.

Alexander had been fond of the faint freckles that dusted her nose and darkened in the sunshine. She remembered the feel of his hand cupping her cheek and the glow in his eyes as he teased her about them.

She sighed again, sadly this time. Alexander had been gone twenty-five years, but the passing of the decades had not diminished her grief. There was nothing like the pain of loss to teach a person that time was an illusion.

She put her hat on again as she reached the far edge of the meadow. The sheep had wandered on, Tom trailing behind them. Voices carried now across the morning air, the cries of children riding the carousel, the remonstrations of their nurses, the calls of the vendors selling ices and twisted papers of taffy. Harriet pressed on toward the drive.

Just as she reached it, a rider approached at a steady trot, a young lady mounted on a tall black horse. Harriet stopped. Her basket grew heavy on her arm, but she stood still to watch the striking pair pass by her.

The girl rode astride, which must cause comment, as would the divided skirt that made it possible. Strands of dark hair escaped from her straw hat and trailed over her shoulders. Her gloved hands rested low and easy on the reins, and she kept her chin tucked, her back straight as a spear. When she glanced up, Harriet caught a glimpse of light-blue eyes and thick dark lashes. She sat in the saddle as if she had been born to it, and Harriet felt a swell of pride.

The girl was Annis Allington, granddaughter of Harriet’s sister. She didn’t know it, but she and Harriet were the only ones left of their branch of the Bishop family.

She noticed Harriet standing beside the drive and acknowledged her with a courteous nod. Harriet nodded back, as one stranger does to another.

Annis Allington had no idea who Harriet was, of course. Her stepmother had seen to that.

Harriet passed over the dry moat and through the entrance of the Dakota with barely a glance at the building’s facade. She preferred not to meet the glare of its gargoyles, and she found its wrought iron balustrades excessively baroque. She had moved there with Grace when it first opened, attracted by the open fields and farms that surrounded it, delighted by its nearness to her beloved park. She loathed the mansions being thrown up by New York’s nouveau riche, ostentatious palaces that squatted along Fifth Avenue like the overdressed, overfed matrons who inhabited them.

Not that the Dakota wasn’t ostentatious. It was designed to be. Still, Harriet loved the bright, airy rooms with their high ceilings and tall windows. She had space for her herbarium, and Grace had her own bedroom in the apartment, instead of on the cramped upper floor with the other staff. Grace had been thrilled to discover that the entire building was electrified, its own generator providing power for lights and heating and cooking. The Dakota was ideal for the two of them, and they owed their life there to Alexander’s legacy.

As Harriet passed by the courtyard fountain and on toward the stairs, the fragrance of herbs from her basket made her raise it closer to her face to take an appreciative breath.

At just that moment, Lucille Corning, whose apartment was on Harriet’s floor, appeared at the top of the staircase. She was dressed for shopping, a short cape over a full-sleeved shirtwaist. Her day skirt, fashionably long at the back, trailed behind her as she descended.

Harriet lowered her basket and stepped aside to make room, murmuring, “Good morning, Mrs. Corning.”

Without pausing, Mrs. Corning picked up the train of her skirt with her hand and pointedly pulled it aside. She drew a long, noisy sniff as she reached the last tread, and she swept on into the courtyard without speaking a word.

It was the cut indirect. And it was not the first time.

Harriet watched the woman flutter away across the courtyard. A carriage was waiting for her, with a liveried driver who touched his cap as he helped her up the step. Her maid came scurrying down the stairs to clamber into the carriage while the driver stepped up onto the box.

Harriet chuckled and shook her head as she climbed the stairs to her floor. Mrs. Corning’s disdain didn’t matter, really. She had accepted long ago that she was meant for a lonely life.

She let herself into the apartment and set her basket down in the hall. Grace came bustling out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her long apron. “Miss Harriet! Your skirt is wet to the knees!”

Harriet looked down at her bedraggled skirt and the bits of meadow grass that clung to its muddy hem. She pulled off her hat, dislodging the few pins she had stuck in her hair, and found that it, too, was littered with pine needles and the odd wet leaf. She tried to push her hair back into place with one hand, but to no effect.

She gave it up and bent to begin untying her boots. “Do you know, Grace, I saw Mrs. Corning going into the courtyard. She wouldn’t speak to me, but she gave the most impressive sniff I’ve ever heard. I doubt if Queen Victoria could have outdone it.”

Grace, whose own red hair was pinned into a tight knot at the back of her skull, tossed her head. “Mrs. Corning! Never you mind her, Miss Harriet. That woman is no better than she should be, I can tell you.” She came to help Harriet out of her heavy jacket. “Her Patsy, the one that does for her three times a week, tells me all kinds of men go through that place when Mr. Corning ain’t there. Their cook lives in, and she says the same. And the parties she gives! Why, you wouldn’t believe the caviar and ices and champagne and...”

Grace rattled on with enthusiasm. Harriet nodded now and then, her usual way of dealing with Grace’s chatter. Free of her jacket and having wriggled her wet boots off her feet, she started down the hall to her bedroom.

Grace pattered behind her. “Now, Miss Harriet, you get out of that wet skirt and into something dry and warm. It’s only May, you know, not summer yet. We don’t want you catching cold or something.”

Harriet pursed her lips to prevent a smile of amusement. She had never, not once in their long relationship, caught a cold. Grace knew that.

She did as she was told just the same. As Grace went off with the wet skirt draped over her arm, Harriet settled into a comfortable shirtwaist and light woolen skirt. She tied an apron over it, a long one with deep pockets for the scissors and string she used for tying up swatches of herbs. Only then did she go to the mirror to try to do something about her disordered hair.

As she was trying to drag a brush through it, Grace tapped on her door and came in. “Your breakfast is almost ready,” she said. “Oh, Miss Harriet, look at that hair! Give me the brush, now. Let me do it.”

Harriet surrendered the hairbrush and settled onto the dressing table stool so Grace, a good head shorter than she, could reach. As Grace worked, Harriet mused, “I suppose Mrs. Corning has a point, Grace. I did look a sight. But then, I so often do. You would think she’d be used to it.”

“I expect she wishes she could look like you do,” Grace said. “She must have a devil of a time fitting herself into that corset, and here’s you not even needing one.”

“I have a corset,” Harriet said, amused.

“Do you, now?” Grace eyed her in the mirror. “You don’t never wear it, as far as I know. But never mind. Here’s your hair all better.”

“I’m going gray,” Harriet observed.

“Perfectly natural. That Mrs. Corning gets her color out of a bottle, believe you me, Miss Harriet. A little bird told me all about it. Besides, this nice touch of silver in your hair looks dignified, if you ask me.”

“You can say that, with not a single gray hair on your head.” Harriet gave Grace an affectionate glance in the mirror. Grace, as she well knew, was vain about her hair.

Grace’s naturally ruddy cheeks grew redder. “But you, Miss Harriet, don’t suffer from this flock of freckles!”

“No,” Harriet admitted. “It’s true, my flock is considerably smaller, despite my being so careless about my hat.”

“Yes, and you should do better,” Grace said. She began inserting pins into the loose chignon she had created on Harriet’s head. “You still have a lovely complexion, Miss Harriet, despite you not being so young anymore.”

Harriet chuckled over this bluntness. “Yes, I think I bid youth farewell some time ago, Grace. Fifty! Hard to believe. But thanks for repairing my hair. It looks quite respectable now.”

“Come on, then,” Grace said, leading the way out of the bedroom. “I’ve got your coffee made, and I have eggs and ham, a good breakfast, since you’ve been out in the cold with your herbs and things. Do you want marmalade? I think there’s some in the pantry. Or you could have honey, since I bought some down on Mulberry Street the other day. It looks good, and I think...”

Harriet let the flow of talk run over and around her, as comforting as a warm bath. And why, she wondered, as she sat down with her coffee, should she need comfort? A silly woman like Lucille Corning didn’t have the power to hurt her. She didn’t care about any of the things that sort of woman put store in, not clothes, or society, or a fancy carriage to take her shopping, or champagne parties. She had never cared about such things, but still—except for Grace, she had no real friends.

There was the woman who ran the herb shop down on Elizabeth Street. The proprietress was an aging Italian woman, Signora Carcano, a strega in her own language. She was a cranky old thing, and her shop smelled strongly of garlic and onions, but she and Harriet held each other in mutual respect. Harriet had never asked about the woman’s practice. It was better not to know. They had much in common, and they respected each other, but they were friendly without being actual friends.

There were her patients, of course, but it would be unprofessional to think of them as friends.

She couldn’t help wishing that once in a while someone would ask her to tea or to a quiet supper party. She lived in a fashionable building, paid her lease like anyone else, but she didn’t fit in. She was, as she had been since girlhood, an outsider. All the Bishops on her side were, she supposed. Why should she be any different?

She sighed, sipped her coffee, and told herself to push the whole nonsense out of her mind. Deliberately she recalled the pleasure of seeing her great-niece riding past on her beautiful horse. It had been lovely to see her. She needed to find a way to meet her. She could not trust Frances when it came time for Annis’s instruction.

The time for that was coming very soon. She knew it.


2

Frances

Frances had argued with her stepdaughter that morning, and she regretted it. She had lost her temper again, but that was no excuse. Such disputes could undermine her plans. She must take more care in managing the girl.

She had no doubt Annis would come in for luncheon in her spattered riding habit, her hair a-tumble and her nails dark with stable dirt, as usual, but she would refrain from criticizing. Perhaps the whole thing could be forgotten.

George was at the factory, as he was most days, so the two of them would be alone in the dining room. She should ask Annis about her morning’s ride and inquire about the health of Black Satin. She could pretend an interest, at least for now. Before long horse and girl would be separated, and that was for the best. Annis’s obsession with the stallion was unnatural.

Frances had objected to the foal when it arrived, and Annis had made clear she meant to keep it for herself. Such a horse was completely unsuitable for a young girl, of course. Girls should ride mares, or geldings, or quiet ponies of an appropriate size.

Her complaints had gone unheard. Annis had won that argument, as she won so many others, by simply doing what she wanted. That was a luxury Frances had never enjoyed when she was that age. She had grown up with nothing, while Annis had everything any girl could want. Annis never waited for permission when she wanted something. In the case of Black Satin, the horse was in the stables almost before George was aware it was coming.

Annis was intelligent and spirited, which could be fine qualities if properly directed. It was unfortunate she wasn’t prettier, but Frances thought she could work around that. It was for the girl’s own good, after all. There was no future in being a gangly, horse-mad spinster.

When she and George had wed, she hadn’t anticipated being in charge of a spoiled little girl, but her new husband had made it clear that Annis was now Frances’s responsibility. He took no interest in the details. Such matters merely distracted him from his real concern, the Allington Iron Stove Company, and Frances had learned to accept that.

George had been mad about her in the beginning, but the feeling hadn’t lasted long. She was forced to accept that, too. Fortunately, though she liked him well enough, she had not been so weak as to fall in love. She had not repeated her mother’s mistake.

It would all have been easier if her stepdaughter took any interest in clothes or parties, but Annis cared for nothing but her horses. She more or less lived in her riding clothes and often came into the house covered in horsehair and other kinds of muck Frances didn’t want to know about.

Well. She would put an end to all that soon enough. It was the kindest thing, in any case. Annis was nearly eighteen, old enough to understand that it was a man’s world. A woman had to hide her strength beneath softness. She had to know her place.

Frances rang for her maid, and when Antoinette arrived, she said, “I’ll want a walking dress. I’m going out.”

“Oui, madame.” Antoinette helped her out of her morning dress and carried it to the wardrobe while Frances sat at the dressing table in her corset and chemise, smoothing her hair. When Antoinette returned with a pink-and-cream ensemble, she shook her head. “Not that one. The gray wool.”

“But, madame, there is sun today,” Antoinette said.

“I can see that for myself, Antoinette. The gray, please.”

Antoinette gave a Gallic sniff and went back to the wardrobe. Really, Frances thought, though having a French maid looked well in the eyes of society, she wished Antoinette were easier to get along with.

Antoinette had been trained by a titled Englishwoman living in Paris. That detail pleased Frances, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that her maid’s black-eyed gaze saw right through her mistress’s facade of beautiful clothes and fine jewelry to the Brooklyn girl beneath. Antoinette had a trick of gazing at her with an unblinking stare, her brows lifted in disapproval. It made Frances’s skin crawl.

Occasionally, uncomfortably, she thought Annis did the same, looking at her as if her exterior were no more than a wall of glass that couldn’t hide what she had once been. Annis had no idea where Frances had come from or how poor she had been. Frances had every intention she should never find out.

She tried not to think about those things as Antoinette buttoned and draped and fastened the various parts of her ensemble. As Antoinette laid out her hat and gloves and cape, she asked, “Moi, I come with you?”

“No,” Frances said. “Not today. That will be all.”

It was a relief when she was gone. Frances smoothed her shirtwaist, taking consolation in her appearance. Her Royal Worcester corset made the most of her modest bosom and tiny waist. Her hair was shiny and soft, shaped into a perfect Newport knot. She usually arranged it herself, placing the knot in the most advantageous spot for her small features.

Annis’s hair was another matter. She wished she could get Velma to do something about it. It was difficult, of course, thick and unruly, but it so often straggled every which way. It might be easier, in truth, to hire a new maid for her stepdaughter than to persuade her old one to change. Velma was as slow as she was plain, but maids were hard to find.

Annis’s appearance would be a challenge in any case. A new maid would probably fare no better. There was only so much that could be done with a tall, angular figure like hers, and there was nothing to be done about such a long nose, however straight and fine. The freckles could have been avoided, of course. Only her eyes were good, that unusual pale blue she shared with her father.

Well. There were some men who liked tall women. Especially tall women with money.

Frances gave her hair a final pat and turned from the mirror. As she started down the staircase, she noted with satisfaction the gleam of the oak banister, the sparkle of the chandelier in the foyer, the elegant curve of the stairs. Her life was far from perfect, but who could have imagined that a girl from a dingy Brooklyn apartment would now live in a mansion on Riverside Drive?

Still, it wasn’t Fifth Avenue. She was not one of the Four Hundred. There would be no invitations awaiting her on the breakfront engraved with the Astor crest or the Vanderbilt address. Her name would not appear in the society pages of that day’s Times.



Yet.

She paused on the landing to smooth away the scowl she could feel gathering on her brow. She must be patient. Soon enough she would achieve her ultimate goal. She had already proved she could do whatever was necessary, and she would not balk at going all the way.

She swept on down the stairs, her head high and a cool smile on her lips.

The best thing about the Riverside estate was its size. Frances could stroll out through the front of the house and around to the side, where a sun-spangled path led through the manicured gardens and into the tangle of woods beyond. The early afternoon was warm enough to make Frances shrug out of her cape once she was out of sight of the house. The path was half-overgrown with sword ferns and blackberry vines, but she would never order the gardeners to clear it. The path and the cabin it led to were her secret.

The cabin was a near ruin, forgotten at the farthest boundary of the property. Once she had unlocked the door with its old-fashioned iron key, she had to wriggle it open, scraping it across the dirt floor. Its leather hinges had dried to the point of being nearly immovable, but she liked it that way.

She also liked the unglazed window, the cobwebbed ceiling, and the splintered table abandoned by some long-ago occupant. All of these things, so different from her rooms in Allington House, meant no one cared about this crumbling little structure, and no one disturbed her when she was about her business.

She wiped the veil of dust from the table, then opened her shopping bag to lift out the tools of her craft.

She laid a small, discolored compact on the table. It no longer held face powder, but her own carefully collected fingernail shavings. Next to it she set a tiny corked bottle holding drops of her blood suspended in a tot of port wine. She had pierced her finger with a sewing needle and squeezed it over the bottle, thrilling to the sight of her own blood, shining red with her personal power, dripping into the green glass.

She took out a packet of dried mandrake root purchased from the strega on Elizabeth Street. The crone had scowled at her when she asked for it and the other things she needed. She had shaken her finger in warning, but Frances had told her to keep her mouth shut about it, or she would see that her rich husband closed the shop down.

She shouldn’t have crossed the old strega. That was dangerous, and she could lose her source of materials. She knew better than to do it, but she had lost her temper, just as she had with Annis that morning. When she got angry, when the fury simmering beneath her polished facade boiled over, she lost control. That was always a mistake. She must be more careful.

She pulled three long sulfur matches out of her bag and laid them next to the mandrake. She lifted dried leaves of mistletoe from a box, and the fragile stems of barrenwort. Last, taking care so as not to break it, she lifted out the manikin.

It was the sort of creation her ancestresses had called a poppet, and it was the finest she had ever made. She had found a large wooden bead with the lacquer worn off and used her fountain pen to paint two blue eyes on it. She had brushed on a dab of beetroot juice for the mouth. The body was sculpted of fine wax, as lifelike as she could make it, with small mounds for breasts, molded legs, a distinct vee where the legs met the body. She would need that.

She had fashioned the dress from a white cotton handkerchief, its lace edging forming a ruffle at the bottom. She had cinched the middle with a narrow ribbon and tied it in the back.

It was the manikin’s hair that made it perfect. On a day when Annis was out riding and her maid was in the kitchen having a gossip with the staff, Frances had slipped into Annis’s room. Her hairbrush lay on a silver tray on her dressing table, a handful of dark, glossy hairs still tangled in the bristles. Frances unwound them, wrapping the long strands around her fingers, and was back in her own room in less than three minutes. She had used her embroidery scissors to snip the strands of hair to the right lengths, and affixed them to the manikin’s head with tiny drops of mucilage.

She propped the manikin in the midst of her other ritual objects and stood back to admire the effect. The poppet looked as if it were curtsying, the handkerchief skirt pooling around its feet, the bits of Annis’s hair fluffed around its wooden-bead head. No one, Frances thought, could mistake this manikin for anyone but Annis Allington. It was superb.

Harriet would hate it.


3

Annis

Robbie,” Annis called into the open door of the stable. “Would you take a look at Bits’s left forefoot? He’s favoring it.”

The stableman emerged from the tack room and crossed the aisle. Annis pushed off her hat and let it fall into the sawdust as she bent to lift the horse’s hoof and prop it on her thigh. She couldn’t see anything wrong. The shoe was new, since the farrier had been there the week before. She had cleaned all four hooves before setting out for her ride, but she picked at the frog and sole just the same, searching for a pebble that might have caused Bits to limp.

Robbie scowled above her head. “No job for a young lady,” he said. “Dress all dirty, and that big horse like to crush your little foot.”

Annis laughed. “My foot isn’t so little! And Bits would never step on me. Don’t worry. We know what we’re doing.”

She preferred doing everything herself, rubdowns, brushing, cleaning stalls, soaping her saddle. She oversaw Bits’s feed, and she nursed his ailments, though she always sought Robbie’s advice. She supervised his breeding, too, though it troubled Robbie even more for her to stand by, the lead in her hand, as Bits serviced a mare.

“Not seemly,” he inevitably muttered, a phrase she had been hearing from him for years. “Lose my job if your papa finds out. It ain’t easy for an Irishman to find work, see?”

Annis didn’t want Robbie to lose his job. He was a wonderful horseman and a wizard with tack. Except for the breeding issue, he respected her capability, and he mostly stayed out of her way when she wanted him to.

“Don’t worry, Robbie,” she had said after the last breeding. It had gone well, with an experienced mare and Bits his usual gentlemanly and efficient self. It was a pairing Annis was happy about. The mare had a good balanced conformation and a record of throwing healthy foals. “Papa doesn’t need to know,” she had assured Robbie that day. “But I need to know everything’s going well, as it just did.”

“Not seemly,” Robbie lamented. “A young lady, a breeding stallion—not seemly at all.”

Despite his reservations, Robbie had always been happy to assist with her studies of bloodlines. She had a clear vision of the sort of mare she would allow to conceive one of Bits’s foals, and she turned down as many requests for breeding as she accepted.

“You’re a hardheaded lass,” Robbie once said, when she rejected a Thoroughbred filly.

“A great compliment,” she said, grinning.

He shook his head. “Pretty sure your papa would point out that a stud fee is good money. Lots of folks want a Black Satin foal.”

“I know Papa loves money, Robbie, but this is about Bits’s reputation. That filly’s awfully highly strung. You saw her, rearing and stamping over nothing.”

“That’s as may be,” he had answered. “But if the filly’s owner complains to Mr. Allington, it’ll be me pays the price.”

“Don’t worry, Robbie. I can handle Papa.” She had patted his arm, the only affectionate gesture he would allow. He invariably pulled away, aghast, if she tried to hug him. He had done that even when she was small. He didn’t say that such a display wasn’t seemly, but she understood it just the same.

As to her breeding program, she was sure her father didn’t notice what she did or didn’t do. He never asked her about the horses. He hadn’t ridden in years, but Annis made certain Chessie got his exercise and that all the horses were properly fed, shod, and groomed. The stables were her domain. Frances took no interest, except for wanting the carriage horse ready when she needed him. This arrangement suited Annis perfectly.

She had felt from the beginning that horses were easier to understand than people. They made their wishes clear. They bestowed their affection without conditions. They didn’t love you for a time, then stop loving you for no apparent reason.

Annis knew Bits loved her. She sometimes thought the two of them must be connected by an invisible ribbon of emotion, one that drew her to the stables every day, to be in his presence, to savor the warmth of his big body, to breathe in the peppery scent of his hide, to bask in the trust shining in his eyes. Mounted on his back, she became one with his power and speed and beauty. No one scolded her while she was seated high in the saddle. No one nagged about her clothes or her hair or her manners. Riding Bits set her free.

She released Bits’s hoof, and he put it down gingerly. She patted his shoulder in sympathy. Robbie said, “Walk him a bit, and I’ll watch.”

Annis led Bits down the aisle of the stables and into the paddock for a turn inside the fence. When they stopped, she stood stroking his neck. “What do you think, Robbie?”

“Not sure yet. Let me have a look.”

Annis stood back, the lead rope slack in her hand, as Robbie lifted Bits’s forefoot and inspected it. When he released the hoof, he ran his hand from the horse’s shoulder to his knee, on down the cannon to the pastern. “Ah,” he said. “Feel this, Miss Annis. See how warm it is?”

She reached past him to touch the back of the horse’s leg with her fingers. “Oh, it is,” she said. “I didn’t notice that.”

“Aye. It ain’t that bad. Bit o’ tendinitis, I’m guessing. Just need to wrap it and rest him for a few days. No canter or gallop.”

“Should we ask the farrier to come? Or the veterinarian?”

“Only if it don’t get better.”

Annis straightened, and Bits dropped his head to bump his chin against her shoulder, asking for his treat. She dug a chunk of apple from her pocket and fed it to him. “It’s going to be all right, Bitsy,” she told him as he munched. “Robbie says it will be all right.”

“A poultice should do it,” Robbie said. He took off his flat cap to scratch at the gray bristle of his hair. “You can make that, lass, right?”

“Yes. I’ll do it now.” She handed off Bits’s lead. “Will you put him in his stall? I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”

Robbie touched the brim of his cap, then spoke a soothing word to Black Satin as he led him away. Annis picked up her hat from the ground and slapped it against her thigh to shake off the sawdust before she went indoors.

She let herself into the house by the door nearest the kitchen and hurried down the short hall to the pantry.

Robbie was her favorite servant outside the house. Indoors, Mrs. King, the cook, held that honor. She had been with the Allingtons since before Annis was born, and when Annis’s mother died of a fever when Annis was not yet two, Mrs. King stepped in, though she was a servant. She always had a handkerchief for a little girl’s tears or a plate of cookies to quiet her when she was anxious. She saw to it that Annis had clothes that fit, and she ordered new shoes as Annis outgrew the old ones. She listened to Annis’s tales of triumphs and disappointments at school and helped her with her homework on the rare occasions that she needed it.

Mrs. King kept Annis as close as she could on the day of her father’s remarriage, despite being needed in the kitchen and the dining room. That had been a hard day. Papa acted strangely, laughing at odd times, gazing at his new bride in a way that confused and embarrassed his little daughter. The people who came for the wedding breakfast cast such pitying glances at seven-year-old Annis that she thought something terrible must be happening.

But now she was seventeen. She had graduated from Brearley with good marks. She no longer wept into Mrs. King’s handkerchief, and she didn’t need cookies for comfort. What she needed from Mrs. King was her own corner of the pantry to make remedies for her horses, and Mrs. King provided it with good humor.

Annis wished she knew more about how to heal injuries and wounds. Her poultices and salves helped, but they hardly worked miracles. She would make the poultice for Bits with witch hazel and comfrey, but it was going to take time for him to heal. In the meantime she would content herself with riding Chessie or her old pony. Chessie was all right, but Sally was dull, with a slow, swinging trot and no canter to speak of. What Annis liked best was to gallop Bits around Central Park under the scandalized glances of passersby.

She had been startled that morning to see the dark-haired woman nodding politely to her as if there were nothing shocking in a young woman riding astride in Central Park.

Mrs. King came pattering toward the pantry while Annis was gathering her ingredients. She was quick and slight, not like any of the other cooks Annis had met, who bore the marks of their profession in full bosoms and generous hips. Mrs. King was no older than Frances herself, with a cloud of brown hair and bright brown eyes. When she was small, Annis had sometimes pretended to herself that Mrs. King was her mother.

“Miss Annis?” the cook said, peering around the corner. “Did you know Mrs. Frances is looking for you?”

Annis paused in the act of pouring dried witch hazel leaves into a clean mortar. “Oh no. Do you have to tell her? I need to make this poultice. Bits strained a tendon.”

Mrs. King clicked her tongue. “Dear, dear. Poor Bitsy. You’ll set him right, no doubt.”

“I think so. Could you put the kettle on? I’ll need hot water.”

“I will, but if Frances comes in, don’t tell her I saw you.”

Annis said, “I would never do that!”

“I know, dear, I know. Just making sure.” Off she went again, and as Annis ground the witch hazel leaves with her pestle and added comfrey and a bit of bay laurel, she heard the clatter of the kettle against the stove.

An Allington stove, of course. The Allington Iron Stove Company was the reason the Allingtons lived in this great stone house on Riverside Drive, with its gables and cornices and mansard roof dwarfing the more modest houses nearby. Annis was well aware how lucky she was to be able to afford her own horses, a private stable, even a suite of rooms all to herself. She was grateful for those things, because they set her free to pursue her ambition.

Her friends at Brearley had all planned grand marriages, with their pictures in the papers and their names in the society pages. They often invited Annis to their tea parties and shopping excursions, but Annis considered those things, and the constant flow of gossip that accompanied them, a waste of her time. She had gradually drifted away from her school chums. She focused all her energy on her ambition, which was to create a bloodline of fine horses. The line would bear Black Satin’s name and bring honor to her beloved stallion. It was going to be respected everywhere.

Bits himself was a Thoroughbred, but neither as high-strung as other horses of his breed nor encumbered by the common fault of a ewe-neck. Annis constantly searched for mares and fillies with dispositions and conformation equal to his, Thoroughbreds or Arabians or one of the other light breeds. She had heard that the Spanish horses, sometimes called Andalusians, were calm and intelligent, but they were impossible to find. She didn’t know anyone who owned one, and she had no one to escort her to the horse markets downtown. It was one thing Robbie refused to do, and she didn’t dare ask her father.

She hurried the preparations for her poultice, wary of Frances coming in search of her. She thought it would be wise to avoid her stepmother until the heat of their argument had cooled.

Frances, clearly in a bad mood, had stopped Annis as she was on her way out to the stables and demanded she change her clothes. “How are we going to become part of the Four Hundred if you dash around looking like a hoyden?” she snapped.

Annis’s own temper had flared at her being delayed. She pulled on her gloves as she answered. “Frances, that will never happen. The Allingtons are new money. We’re shoddies. Arrivistes.” She ignored Frances’s growing frown, her mind already on her morning ride. “Mrs. Astor would turn a somersault in the park before she would invite us to one of her ridiculous balls, and even if she did invite us, I wouldn’t go. I doubt Papa would, either.”

Frances’s cheeks turned pink. “Well! I will never agree with you about that, young lady. I don’t know how you can be so selfish!”

“Selfish? Why is that selfish?”

“Because you think of nothing but your horses. You never consider how your behavior affects this family. I insist you stop parading through the park in that vulgar old riding habit, and for pity’s sake, use a proper sidesaddle! I know you have one!”

“No, thank you. Sidesaddles are silly. Dangerous.” A sidesaddle hung in the tack room, gathering dust, but Annis had never touched the monstrous thing, and she never would. As she turned toward the staircase, she had tossed a final remark over her shoulder. “Actually, I’m thinking of wearing trousers to ride.”

“You will not!” Frances had stamped a foot, and Annis had laughed, which was not tactful. She had dashed down the stairs, leaving her stepmother fuming on the landing.

Frances had called, “I’ll speak to George about this, young lady!”

It was true that Annis would have loved to wear trousers, and had even thought of talking Robbie into giving her one of his old pairs, but she didn’t do it. Her divided skirt was as far as she dared go. She had meant the remark about trousers as a joke, but she should have held her tongue. Frances was not known for her sense of humor. She was better known for her hot temper.

Papa took no more interest than she did in Frances’s longing to climb higher in New York society. He had no inclination to exchange his Riverside Drive mansion for a Fifth Avenue palace, and he would loathe summering in Newport as the members of the Four Hundred did. He might, however, object to such a public offense as his daughter riding astride like a man. So far he had not noticed, but if Frances pointed it out, he might put his foot down. Annis hardly knew her father anymore. It was hard to predict how he might react.

She worried over that as she finished the mixture for her poultice, then transferred her worry to the poultice itself. She had the feeling something was missing from it, but she didn’t know what. It was frustrating to know so little. What there was of her herbal knowledge came from one slender pamphlet she had found in the library of Allington House.

Annis guessed the pamphlet had belonged to her mother. Mrs. King hadn’t recognized it. Frances said she thought it was an odd thing for the first Mrs. Allington to have saved. Annis asked her father when she first discovered it, but he said only, “Throw it away. Looks like some kind of advertising.”

It wasn’t advertising. It was a marvelous little book, with pen-and-ink illustrations of herbs that grew wild in New York. There were descriptions of their uses and instructions for preparing various remedies.

Annis had nearly worn the pamphlet out reading and rereading it. She imagined her mother holding the little book, running her finger down the pages. The pamphlet convinced Annis she had inherited her passion for herbalism from her mother, though the little booklet was her only evidence.

Mrs. King begged Annis to take care using the remedies. Annis wouldn’t use anything on her horses she hadn’t first tried on herself, but she didn’t want to upset Mrs. King, so she attempted them in secret. Sometimes they burned. Often they itched or stung, but the poultice for pain had felt marvelous when she applied it to her own arm. She was making that now.

She stirred drops of hot water into her mixture until she had a thick slurry, then spread the warm paste on a piece of old flannel. She folded it, wrapped it in a towel, and rushed back to the stable to apply it before it cooled.

Robbie helped her wrap it around Bits’s foreleg and secure it with a strip of wool. “There you are, laddie,” he said to the horse, patting his shoulder. “Miss Annis will let you rest now.”

“I will, of course,” Annis said. “How long do you think, Robbie?”

“Couple days, at least. Tomorrow you can ride one of the others.”

“I guess I could take Sally out. She needs the exercise.”

“That she does. Growing a belly, that one.”

Annis kissed Bits’s nose, fished in her pocket for another slice of apple, and gave it to him. It had gone brown, and it was fuzzy with lint, but Bits wasn’t particular. She loved the feel of his soft, thick lips against her palm. She whispered, “I’ll be back later. Don’t you rub off that poultice, now, you.”

She moved along the aisle to Sally’s stall, scrounging in her pocket for another bit of apple. She gave one to the carriage horse, too, a thickheaded creature called Andy. Andy took her offering with no particular show of gratitude, but she patted him anyway. In the opposite stall, Chessie, named for his rich chestnut color, extended his neck in expectation of his own treat. Robbie’s stolid gelding stood drowsing next to Chessie. Robbie called him Tater, for his dull brown coat, and he was even older than Sally. Robbie was supposed to accompany Annis when she went riding in the park, but once she had started riding Bits, poor Tater, with his lumbering trot, couldn’t keep up. Annis told Robbie he didn’t need to chaperone her, that no one could bother her when she was riding Bits. He had given in, lamenting as always that he would lose his job.

Bits was four now, and Annis had been riding him since he turned two. Under Robbie’s guidance she had trained him in the classical fashion, the longe line first, with just a halter, then bits of tack and an empty saddle, and then, finally, Annis on his back. Robbie said he never saw a horse take so easily to a rider, but Annis wasn’t surprised. Bits always understood what she wanted, from a slow walk to a trot, from a canter to a gallop. He was as eager as she for their more daring rides, the ones they made when no one could see them. He loved to run, and they both loved jumping. He sailed effortlessly over fallen trees, mane and tail rippling. He popped over rows of shrubs as easily as a leaping deer, making Annis feel as if she could fly. She definitely didn’t want to take such jumps in a sidesaddle.

As she started toward the house, she reflected on her good fortune. She had her horses, and Robbie, and Mrs. King. Frances had been cross that morning, but maybe she had been right to accuse Annis of being selfish. It was true she thought of her horses more than she thought of anything else. Or anyone.

Whom did Frances have? Her husband spent no time with her. She didn’t seem to have friends, not real ones. It could be that Frances, for all her airs and bad temper, was lonely. Impelled by a stab of compunction, Annis hurried her steps. She would explain to her stepmother that she had been joking about wearing trousers. She would clean up a bit before luncheon, perhaps get Velma to do something about her hair.

Frances would like that. Perhaps she would forget about complaining to Papa.
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Frances

Frances didn’t know how Harriet knew what she had done to George. Harriet did know, though. She often knew things she shouldn’t. It was exactly like her to make an issue of it, to act superior, to pretend she had Frances’s interests at heart.

Frances’s mother had been a Bishop, like Harriet and her grandmother Beryl, but their familial connection was a distant one, traced over two centuries through the two lines of Bishops.

Harriet’s upbringing had been as different from Frances’s as could be. Harriet had lost her mother when she was five and had gone to live with her grandmother in a comfortable house in St. George. They employed a housekeeper and a cook, and a woman came in every day to clean. They had no idea what it was like to be poor.

Frances knew it all too well, and she bore the scars on her soul to prove it. Her mother had married badly, against her family’s wishes, and her husband had abandoned her when Frances was an infant. She had worked as a laundress, or as a seamstress when she could get the work. She had barely kept a roof over her daughter’s head, and there were times when they had no money left over for food. Frances had grown up in uncertainty and want. It was unfair for Harriet to criticize her desire for a better life.

Her wedding to George had been a quiet event, as befitted a second marriage, and that suited Frances well enough. Until her allowance began, she had no money for anything like a Worth wedding dress, such as one of the wealthy Manhattan brides would have worn. She had no trousseau to speak of, either. She had scraped together enough to order a traveling suit of blue silk with leg-of-mutton sleeves and a matching cape. For the ceremony she wore a modest gown of cream brocade with ecru lace on the sleeves and neckline. She decided it was best to go without jewelry until George put the heavy ruby-and-diamond ring on her finger. George’s housekeeper arranged the wedding breakfast. The invitations were handwritten on the Allington engraved stationery.

After the wedding breakfast, Frances had gone up to her boudoir to change. Her brand-new maid, hired a week before the wedding, was pinning up her hair as she sat before the mirror.

Harriet came into the room without so much as a knock to announce herself. “I need a moment with Mrs. Allington,” she said to Antoinette, and before Frances could stop her, the maid was out of the room.

“Wait!” Frances exclaimed, though it was already too late. Antoinette was gone.

People did that with Harriet. They obeyed every one of her orders, as if she were Queen Victoria herself. It was infuriating.

Frances’s temper began to rise, her ready anger flaring. She wanted to jump up from her stool and stamp her foot, but her legs had gotten tangled in the lacy drapery of the dressing table. She felt small and weak, which made her even more furious.

She should be feeling triumphant! Even Harriet should respect what she had just accomplished, marrying a wealthy widower, becoming a cherished young bride despite her lack of dowry or family connections. Resentment drove her voice high, making her sound more like a complaining child than the new mistress of a Riverside Drive mansion. “Harriet, what—”

“You forced him, didn’t you, Frances?”

Trapped by the swath of lace, Frances turned abruptly back to her mirror. She fussed with a strand of hair not yet pinned into place, endeavoring to hide her suddenly flaming cheeks.

Harriet had not bothered with a new ensemble for the occasion. Her visiting dress must be at least five years old, with flat sleeves and only a few jet buttons. It didn’t surprise Frances, but it was a further annoyance. Harriet might be a forty-year-old spinster, but she could afford good clothes if she cared to bother. Her dead fiancé had left her enough for that and more. She could have worn an up-to-date gown for the wedding of a cousin, however distant. She was, after all, the bride’s only family.

Frances scowled into her mirror. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Harriet,” she said. She took one quick look upward and saw that the corners of Harriet’s mouth were pinched with anger, drawing unattractive lines in her cheeks. The lines made her cousin look older than she really was, which gave Frances a brief feeling of superiority. She smoothed the strand of hair into place and adjusted a pin to hold it. She turned her head to assess the effect and was reassured by the smoothness of her cheeks, the unblemished line of her neck above the lace of her shirtwaist.

She preened a bit, twisting one of the expensive ruby earrings her groom had given her as a wedding present. “George is in love with me, Harriet. Anyone can see it. Why should you think I had to force him?”

“I don’t know that you had to,” Harriet answered with asperity. “I know that you did.”

Frances dropped her hand to the dressing table, flexing the fingers to appreciate the sparkle of her wedding ring. “You can’t know that, Harriet,” she said. “You’re just jealous.”

“I’m not in the least jealous, but I’m worried about the welfare of my great-niece. She’s lost her grandmother and her mother, and her father has rushed into marriage.”

“Annis will be fine. I’ll see to it.”

“You know nothing of children.”

“Neither do you!” Frances retorted, but her cheeks burned again.

“I do, actually, Frances. I often treat childhood ailments in my herbalism practice.”

“Herbalism!” Frances spit. “You could do so much more.”

“I could, and I do, when it’s needed. I know the best uses for my ability, and I’m careful not to misuse it. You should do the same.”

Frances finally freed her legs from the drapery of her dressing table and stood up. Her head came no higher than Harriet’s shoulder, which she hated, so she moved away to the wardrobe, where her going-away cape waited, blue brocade with a white fur lining.

She lifted it down and held it in front of her as she turned back to Harriet. “I don’t need you to tell me how to use my ability, Harriet.”

“Grandmother Beryl warned you. I warned you. You should have avoided the maleficia. It will always do more harm than good.”

Frances tossed the cape onto the bed and returned to her dressing table. She would not give Harriet the satisfaction of an argument on this topic. It would not be the first between them in any case, and this was, after all, her wedding day. She should not have to defend herself.

She could have pointed out that her practice was every bit as ancient and powerful as Harriet’s, but she would have been wasting her breath. Harriet would prate on about doing good and healing people, work that gave Frances no pleasure. Half the time, she knew perfectly well, Harriet didn’t even use her ability. She just cooked up herbal concoctions and sold them, or, too often, gave them away.

Harriet was correct about George, though. Frances had forced him. Harriet might be maddening, but she was perceptive. She probably saw it in George’s face. Others merely saw an older man in love with a young woman. Harriet no doubt took in the glassiness of his eyes, the urgency of his touch on his bride’s arm, the hungriness of his hands when he encircled her waist.

But, Frances thought, Harriet was wrong about the maleficia. It had not harmed her. On the contrary, it had given her precisely what she wanted, and she had no intention of giving it up.

She settled herself onto the stool again, taking care to arrange her skirt around her ankles. “Harriet,” she said, striving for a suitably commanding tone. This was her house now. Everyone in it must do what she wanted. “Call Antoinette back. I’m about to go on my wedding journey, and I have no time for this.”

“I do wish you a happy honeymoon, Frances,” Harriet said. Frances didn’t believe she meant it, not for a moment. She went on, “But I fear you will regret what you’ve done.”


“I won’t. I already know that.”

“Very well.” Harriet turned and started for the door. With her hand on the latch, she said, “Treat Annis well, Frances. I mean to see to it that you do. And if she inherits the ability...”

Frances glared at her cousin’s lean figure reflected in her dressing-table mirror. Anger gave her energy. It enhanced her own ability, and for once she felt as if the flow of her power
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