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When you kiss me, be careful,

I bite back.

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

to be who you want me to be.

I know what you did to us.

The rope in the tree.

The stones in the river.

The way you wrapped your arms around us

thinking you’d drag us down.

Look under your bed,

Look in the closet.

See if you’re still so sure.

Kiss me again and you’ll understand

everything we ever were.

Everything I am right now.








VERITAS

THE FIRST WITCH OF CAMBRIDGE


Dear Reader,

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

We kept ourselves hidden.

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

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

Until it wasn’t.





WE FLY TOGETHER
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FIRST YEAR

Fall 1950–Spring 1951
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We can see who you are





CHAPTER ONE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

Anything could happen now.





CHAPTER TWO

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Love was always the answer.





CHAPTER THREE

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

Courage at any cost.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She always said that, and she always was.

At least on the outside.



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What game is that?” Ava asked.

“The game of appearing normal.”

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

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

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

“It’s required.”

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

Ava looked shocked. “Of course not.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You talk to crows,” Lauren said.

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

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

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

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

“To where?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Lilith Society. The Cambridge Common. Midnight.

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



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

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

“Wake up. We can’t be late!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“The same as you.”

“I’m nothing like you. I’m ordinary!”

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

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

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

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

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