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PROLOGUE

June 1812

As if she were bending a large iron rod with sheer force of will, Henrie curved her lips upward into a pleasant smile. She had used all her powers to refuse Mrs. Elton’s hospitality.

“You must come back with us to the vicarage for a cold supper. The dining room is perhaps not as spacious as I might have wished, but there will certainly be room for our little party of intimates to gather and have some pressed tongue and cheese. And you will find the drawing room, I believe, much improved since your last visit there,” that lady had said to the gathered group.

Henrie’s last visit there was when it had been her own home, of course, more than twenty years ago. “I have had all the windows refitted against those terrible drafts and I got rid of that hideous blue wallpaper,” Mrs. Elton continued on. “I declare it made me quite seasick every time I entered the room—so dowdy. I said to Mr. E, my dear, I don’t ask for much, but I do ask for flocked silver papers in the drawing room. For that indispensable sense of gaiety and elegance. You will all have to tell me what you think, and be honest, mind—I have no patience with toadeaters. What I like is honest discussion on matters of taste between friends!”

As a matter of taste, pressed tongue was one of Henrie’s favorites, and she hadn’t had it in a long time. But to go as a guest to this of all places, in her current state, the state of having been flayed alive in public, placed, skin aflap, bleeding beneath the microscope of derision, she did not, on this particular afternoon, think she could bear it.

Instead, against all her self-imposed rules to accept with effusions whatever charity was offered, she asked to be let down from the carriage at any convenient spot. They were on the road from Box Hill, now entering Highbury. Straight ahead would lead them to the vicarage; a left detour would drop Henrie home.

“Just here is fine, I can certainly walk through the village to our little refuge—please, I must beg you do not go out of your way, there’s certainly no reason to put your kind coachman to any trouble—And I would hate to think I had caused any delay to your entertainment—Now, I must positively insist—ah, you are stopping just here, exactly right. It is nothing but a brief step to our humble home. You have been too kind. Jane, I will see you after your lovely supper. Mrs. Elton, thank you so much for a wonderful—” At this point in her discourse, Henrie was tumbled from the carriage like a bale of hay by Mr. Elton, who did not pause his conversation nor break eye contact with his wife as he handed her out, merely raising a hand in absent salute over his shoulder as he climbed back in. No microscope here, then.

She would slowly and discreetly make her way through the village, balancing her self-possession like an overfull glass of water, a trembling convexity at the top, being careful not to weep on the street. Weep on the street. Was that amusing, a rhyme? She must remember to tell Jane. Or maybe not; Henrie worried she was losing her sense of judgment. She nodded and smiled at the few people she met, “How do you do, dreadfully hot.” No more. Her throat was so tight with holding back her sobs that it felt like there were ribbons wound all around it, like she was choking.





PART ONE

1769–1795


Never mind, Harriet, I shall not be a poor old maid: and it is poverty only which makes celibacy contemptible to a generous public! A single woman, with a very narrow income, must be a ridiculous, disagreeable, old maid! the proper sport for boys and girls…

—Jane Austen, Emma
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Henrie! Your mother wants a chicken, fetch me the guillotine.”

Henrie had been around the corner from the vicarage’s garden door with a black barn cat she had named George. They had both just finished their morning snack—his a saucer of milk, hers a thimble of Demerara sugar she had taken in secret from the big glass canister in the pantry. She packed it in hard to get her full measure and then used her tongue to search out every dimple in the thimble for sugar grains to rub on the roof of her mouth.

The cat was named after the king but she did not tell anyone that—there were plenty of other Georges about. This one was mad, though. He chattered his teeth at the birds and had fits.

Henrie gave him milk every day and in return he let her do as she would. Right now, she was carrying out an experiment to see if cats did indeed always land on their feet. She had been picking him up under his forearms and stepping up onto the mounting block and dropping him. He was a very long cat when held this way, his back toes spread out well below Henrie’s knees, so he didn’t have far to go. And yes, by gum, he landed on his feet every time.

“All right then, Your Royal Highness,” she said, putting him down at the bottom of the block and giving his back a stroke. “That was very good for today. Tomorrow we may try the hayloft.” To her father she called, “Coming!” and raced into the barn for the axe.

Mother had been poorly lately, trying to have a baby again, stuck at home instead of busy-bodying around the village. In terms of children, she didn’t seem overly delighted with Henrie, but maybe she thought she could do better this time around. Henrie had seen the last attempt. It had slipped out of her mother like a frog, tiny and blue. And apparently that had not been an unusual event. Henrie had heard Mrs. Cole talking to Mrs. Wren. That was last year, when Henrie was just four, so she had not paid as much attention as she should. She worried what had become of the frog baby. This year she would be more on top of things. And if her mother needed a nutritious chicken, she would absolutely help procure it.

Her father was a mystery. Sometimes he acted very fond of “Henrie”—this was the nickname he gave her—a person who didn’t always seem to be the same as her. He teased her and he told her all sorts of interesting things, like that in ancient times people vomited on purpose, and also they lived in caves. And that the Greeks had lots of gods, with plenty of personality, and half of them were ladies. He traced her finger along the plates in his beautiful book of maps and told her she would go adventuring all through the British Isles when she grew up. He drew her a funny picture of a turkey.

And then, just as often, he seemed completely indifferent, as if she were invisible and her voice could not penetrate his ears.

The axe he requested hung on the wall with the other tools, so Henrie had to roll the stump she used for a stool over and climb up to get it. This required a certain amount of grunting, as it was a heavy stump. When I am tall, I shall simply stroll in, calm as you please, and remove the axe from the wall, like a lady, she told herself. Please, oh Prince of Peace, let me grow to be just like Jenkins. Jenkins was in charge of the vicarage’s small farm, had a nose like a cauliflower, no hair, and was enormous. Eight feet tall. Henrie couldn’t wait to grow; people said she would. When he was in good spirits, Papa would joke, “Henrie, my brave, you may be as small as a mouse now, but you will grow, and when you do, may the world beware!” She understood this was part of a long-standing fancy he enjoyed, the premise being that she was very mischievous, perhaps even dangerous. But Henrie didn’t think she was, especially. Curious, yes; sneaky, certainly; menacing, regretfully no—she had nothing to menace with. Hugging the axe, she ran to the chicken yard, where Papa was sitting on the chopping block with a chicken on his lap, stroking its feathers to calm it.

“We are eating Polly?” she asked. She didn’t love the chickens, but she certainly knew them. Polly was an older hen; Henrie had known her as long as she could remember.

“Henrie, I have told you not to name them. And anyway, I have always called her Iphigeneia. Iphigeneia is a lady whose laying days are done, so she can contribute in a different way.” Papa smiled down at his victim, whose chicken eyelids were beginning to drift closed; that is, upward. Iphigeneia was a Greek name, Henrie knew, and the Greeks were her father’s Great Subject. Without looking up, Papa held out a hand, and Henrie placed the axe, handle-side first, into it. Quick as a wink, Papa stood up, laid the hen on the block, held her head down with his left hand, and chopped her body off with the axe. Then he and Henrie stood back to watch her tear, headless, around the yard for ten seconds or so, wings flapping, until she toppled over. Henrie stood just like her father for this, with a serious face and hands on her hips. Although she had never been told, she knew she must not laugh. This was not a joke. Her face and stomach hurt with the effort of holding her mask of calm efficiency in place.

Papa threw the chicken head in with the pigs and went to clean the axe while Henrie picked up Polly by her feet, waiting for the last of the blood to drain out, and went with her into the house. She trotted through the drawing room with its glamorous blue wallpaper, her mother’s triumph—the envy, it was understood, of every matron in Highbury. Henrie loved the blue with a faint pattern of roses, like a deep shade in summer, a secret corner of garden. She paused briefly by the fireplace to touch the strange shape carved into the stone. Henrie didn’t know what it meant, but her mother always did this when she was worrying that something might go wrong, and Henrie followed suit as a matter of course. There was always something that might go wrong.



Sometimes, when Henrie couldn’t sleep, she imagined herself fully grown, as her father had promised. In this dream (though she was awake) she was actually so tall she had to stoop in order to enter St. Nicholas, the rounded porch door too low for her tremendous height. Her mother beamed at her from their pew with proud affection. People in the congregation looked on admiringly and whispered about how powerful she must be. She would take her seat, her knees bent back on themselves like a cricket’s because her legs were so long. There might be a gasp of awe from the pew behind her, and she would take up her hymnal and smile modestly into it.



This time, the birth all went smoothly and everyone loved baby Harry, Henrie most of all. When he was born, it was as if a spell were cast over the household and people changed. Her mother became, if not appreciative of Henrie, at least more tolerant of her, relieved to have managed to produce a boy, and glad that Henrie was always eager to help. Henrie adored babies. Her father, on the other hand, stopped teasing and joking with her, reallocating that attention to this red, wrapped loaf of squalls. Harry, in his cradle, was admiringly accused of making the parlor maid cry, or scaring the cowardly wethers, or eating the last slice of apple tart in the larder (and that, actually, had been her).

And perhaps, most startlingly of all, Henrie was no longer Henrie. Now that there was Harry, they explained to her, he was actually the Henrie, or, rather, Henry with a y. This was a confusing concept, and Henrie, the real Henrie, did not care for it. Henrie was now called Hetty, or worse yet, Henrietta, by her father and mother both. Her father showed her both her and her brother’s names in the parish register, which he, as vicar, kept: hers was a spiky, stuttering tangle ending with a minuscule a, her brother’s was a smooth gulp ending with a flourishing curly y.

But in her mind, she knew who she was and who she would be. Named after a king, for heaven’s sake, and one who had fought and beat the pope and any number of wives he didn’t care for. Her sole concession would be to think of the spelling, revealed in the register. Y was a question, and she had no questions about who she was. I am called Henrie, she announced to George the cat, with an i e. She, Henrie with an i e, would be a tall, muscular personage who could toss a hay bale straight up into the loft as neat as could be. A person who could make things happen. She was keeping her name.

Despite this small impediment, Henrie could never get enough of Harry. He had a lovely laugh—Ho, Ho, Ho—which was always a surprise coming from his tiny form. His head was the roundest thing she had ever seen and she loved to run her hand gently over it. His nose was red at the tip, even when he was seated right by the hearth. As soon as he learned to walk, he ran, but bent over, crown-of-the-head first, and never looking where he was going. Henrie thought he was watching his feet in admiration at their splendid coordination. Or perhaps just looking for strawberries, his favorite food and known to grow low to the ground.

No one had to be assigned to look after him; everyone in the household just naturally did. “Where’s Harry?” someone might call from the nursery. “He’s with me in the kitchen,” Mrs. Wren would call back. “Where’s Harry?” her mother might ask up the stairs. “In the study changing the sums in my accounts,” came the vicar’s response. But most often he was with Henrie, playing conkers under the huge chestnut tree near the road, or hide-and-seek or peek-a-boo. Dear King of Kings, thank you for this blessing upon our house of our perfect boy, like unto the Lord Jesus being born unto Mary, savior of the world. Was this comparison to Christ too much, she wondered, as he momentarily hid his face and then crowed, “Pookyboo!” at the top of his lungs? In any case, he was a blessing.
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What is a witch?” asked Henrie. Her father had two-year-old Harry on his lap and was tracing the small boy’s hand with a pen onto a piece of paper. Harry was watching intently. Her father removed the hand and Harry clapped at the sight of the drawing. “It’s an imaginary creature, Henrietta, like a dragon, and educated people need not concern themselves with them,” her father said without looking up.

“But the marks on the wall, the wheels carved in the stone? I heard you say they are witches’ marks? And mother and Mrs. Wren touch them when they are worried. Are they… magic?” She whispered this last word, as she had a feeling that she was saying something possibly very rude, but she had been curious for so long. Now the vicar was adding details to Harry’s little hand picture. A wing to the palm, a beak, wattle, and crest to the thumb—it transformed the hand into a turkey. He had done the same for Henrie years ago when he liked her; she still had the picture folded away upstairs. Now he shook his head with disgust.

“There is no more magic in people than in this drawing. Apotropaic devices are for the ignorant. I will have Edmund plaster over those; thank you for the reminder.”

“Who put them there? The witches?” Now that she was in trouble, she might as well get all the information she could.

“Henrietta! I have just told you there are no such things. Is your understanding so limited? Those scratches are left over from two hundred years ago when people no better than heathens lived in this house.”

“But was this house not always the vicarage? Was the vicar a heathen?” She knew that the church was from very olden times and had to be chopped up when England fought the pope—one of her father’s interesting tidbits from before.

“Yes, but even vicars and especially their wives and daughters could be very, very silly. Nothing has changed, apparently. In this house, we do not believe in witches, whatever other fools may say.”

“Were the Greeks heathens?” Henrie knew that they were, but perhaps he would be placated by mention of his Great Subject.

“Out!” shouted the vicar, and Henrie ran.



“What is a witch?” Henrie asked her mother, who was drawing up the week’s menus at her desk in the back parlor.

“Mercy! Don’t say that word, Hetty!”

“Could we please have pork on Sunday?” Henrie was standing close to her mother and trying to catch a glimpse of the sheet, although she couldn’t see it clearly and her mother’s writing was difficult. Every week she requested pork and she got it maybe one in seven times.

“Let me see.” She flipped through her pages. “No. We are having kid on Sunday because they slaughtered Daisy’s little one last week. It will be dressed with rosemary, sorrel, and onion. Delicious.”

Her mother went back to writing and seemed to forget Henrie was there. Henrie walked over to the window and looked out at the garden for a moment before returning to her mother’s shoulder and whispering directly into her ear.

“Why shouldn’t I say witch?”

Her mother gave a little scream and jolted her quill across the page.

“Henrietta! Do not creep like that and whisper frightening words in my ear! Look what you have made me do!”

“Can a word be frightening?”

“First of all, your father does not like it. And. Well, there are some things that are just better never referred to.”

“But don’t you refer to them when you touch the witches’ marks?”

“Hetty! I have never!”

“But you do, when you and Mrs. Wren talk about Miss Twythorpe. You do like this.” Henrie walked up to the wall and touched the carved spot while bending her knees a little, like a curtsy.

“That’s silly. There are no such things as witches.” A pause. “And, if there were, you should never talk about them.”



“What is a witch?” Henrie asked Jenkins as she sat on the fence next to where he was debudding the baby goats.

“Oh, witches, them as rule the roost.” Jenkins did not mind discussing such things.

“Are they a type of chicken?” asked Henrie, relieved. Immediately an image made itself up in her mind of a magical chicken which flew in your window at night to mess up everything. It made sense because Miss Twythorpe was untidy too.

“Ah, no, not a chicken, where did you get such a spoony notion? But, they are female, now you mention it.” He let go of the kid he had had between his legs. It went off crying, and Jenkins glanced Henrie’s way for a moment and made the exact same noise. She tried it too, but wasn’t as good as him. He went to the pen and got the next one.

“So, a witch is a lady, then?”

“I reckon so, never heard of a man as was called a witch. That said, there’s plenty I don’t like who seem like they’re up to naught good. By gum, this little fella’s a wiggler.” The kid was squirming and almost backed out of Jenkins’s leg corral. Henrie clambered down from the fence and got behind them and pushed the soft brown-and-white hindquarters forward.

“What kind of a lady?”

“One what has powers, I suppose. Can do things she oughtn’t but without moving a muscle. She looks all small, like a sparrow, but it turns out she can make turrible things pass. My granny told me about one as blighted her neighbor’s well just by saying some powerful dark words in her cottage at night. Killed every last one of his sheep. And his wife.”

“How did the neighbor know it was her?”

“Ah, he was a cagey fella. He crept out and listened at her wall on account of he suspected. And the night after his wife died, this lady was hopping about gleeful-like, he saw her through her kitchen window. She was from Scotland, mind, and so no one could understand a word she said. North is where all the witches came from, followed King James. But there she was, spelling.” Jenkins knew so much. Sometimes Henrie wondered why he wasn’t the vicar instead of her father.

“Spelling?”

“Saying words that made things happen.”

“Just words?”

“Aye, that’s it.”

“Then what?”

“Well, ’twas a long-ago time, but I reckon they strangled her and burnt her up—you have to with witches. They leave you no choice.” He looked up regretfully from the bleating kid.

“Are there witches now?”

“Expect so. Can’t always see them, mind.”

“Who’s in charge of them? God?”

“God? No, I don’t think so. Their own selves as far as I know.”

“Is Miss Twythorpe one? She’s in charge of herself.”

“Agnes Twythorpe? Nah. I knowed her when I was a nipper. Old Agnes is just a girl who grew up with too much vinegar in her, poor soul. You bite her and you’d get a sour mouthful, but she’s not poison. She might be muttering in her old cell at night, but it’s just about getting some dinner. The best witches, you understand, the ones who get what they want, they’re invisible. Just blend right in. That’s what my granny said. They do their work with their enchantments and the suchlike, but you’d never know it to look at them. No one sees it happen. Here, done with this little man.” The goat cantered off in an up-and-down motion, tossing his head, trying to fling off the pain. When he was far enough away, he turned around to look back at them, and the circles where the horn buds were looked like a second set of spectral eyes glaring out from the top of his head.



Sometimes, when Henrie couldn’t sleep, she imagined herself inside one of Mrs. Wren’s plum trifles. She was her normal size and the pudding was immense. She had to eat her way out of it, working through the layers of jam and biscuits and cream until finally her head emerged smiling into the world, triumphant.
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Mother was long back to her bustling. She helped with babies being born, visited sick parishioners, brought food baskets (bounty baskets, her mother called them) to the suffering, chatted with neighbors about the other neighbors, did the household errands. Occasionally, Henrie accompanied her, but more often than not she stayed home with Harry.

Not to mention she was in bad odor regarding the baskets. There had been an incident the month before which precluded Henrie from helping to pack the basket for their charitable visit today. They had been calling on Dame Smythe, who was having a difficult time after the birth of her latest baby. All her babies died within a few months, according to what Mrs. Wren and her mother were saying, and now it seemed like Dame Smythe was sure to die too. Why bring her the basket, then? thought Henrie.

So, in the kitchen that morning, she had prayed hard for the butter not to leave the house in the basket. It was butter from a previous churning and was beginning to taste like cheese, exactly at the stage Henrie most loved. Also, Mrs. Wren had been generous with the salt, which she wasn’t always. Dear Heavenly Father, keep the butter in the larder for thy servant to eat up with the dark bread, I pray unto thy divine mercy. Henrie suggested many other things to pack up: a cabbage, a tripe jelly, perhaps the flask of cod liver oil, but her mother ignored her and in went the butter. Henrie had had a moment in the kitchen alone and she thought that perhaps God helped those who helped themselves. To butter. When her mother had started to unpack the bounty basket at Dame Smythe’s cottage later that day (the sick woman lying feverish on the bed, her new little daughter mewling beside her, neither one looking like someone who might want a nice thick piece of bread and cheesy butter), Mrs. Bates let out a sharp yelp. She held up a semicircle of butter with a monstrously large bite taken out of one side, each petite dental impression perfectly articulated in highly identifiable reproach.

“Hen-ri-et-ta!”

So, today, Henrie was demoted to sitting and watching. She held Harry’s small paw for comfort. God really had not been a huge help so far. Henrie found that preparations for these visits raised high emotions in her of both delight and distress. Set upon the table, the container was carefully loaded with what Mrs. Bates and Mrs. Wren deemed expendable and nutritious and easy to preserve, depending on the circumstances of whom they were visiting.

“It’s Dame Blake this morning, they say her son won’t get out of bed.”

“Oh, that poor woman,” said Mrs. Wren, rooting around in the pantry cupboard among the put-by foods. Henrie thought of Jenkins’s explanation of the secretly powerful and thought maybe she’d try praying to herself that they would not put the pickled onions in the basket. Please, dear me, keep the pickled onions here in this house for thy humble penitents to eat. They were small white orbs and so deliciously puckery—Mrs. Wren added horseradish to some jars, as well as the usual celery seed and mustard seeds. Henrie loved these ones with a nice hard yellow cheese. Please oh please, don’t let Mrs. Wren come out with a blessed jar of mine beloved onions. Henrie let go of Harry and held her hands together and mouthed the words.

Oh, to be Mrs. Wren. She could walk free and proud through the pantry, perhaps nibbling as she went, and always able to decide. Mrs. Wren spent her days in the rhythm of the warm kitchen, hefting heavy sacks of flour, shelling peas, poaching candied chestnuts, cutting up a calf, in a routine of plenty. As cook, she was mistress of all the lovely food, and Henrie also knew that, four times a year, Mrs. Wren went into the vicar’s study and was given a little brown pouch of coins. A small treasure sack—so appealing. Mother was never handed coins, not that Henrie saw.

The prayer to herself worked! Mrs. Wren emerged with the pickled beets. Praise be me.

“And her as has lost all that she has,” Mrs. Wren was saying, now with a bunch of carrots tucked under her chin as she snugged the beets into place in the basket.

“What has she lost?” asked Henrie, her attention momentarily moving away from the food. “I’m ever so good at finding things. Papa says it’s the best reason to have children. I can scamper under and look.”

The two adults paid no attention.

“Well, you know her sister. She was funny that way when she was younger, and as anyone can see, now she’s worse,” agreed Mrs. Bates, casting a dark look at Mrs. Wren, who had removed a cold turkey carcass from the larder chest and was sawing off the one leg that was left. Henrie didn’t care for turkey, it was always dry. What she loved was pork, roasted and dressed.

“Oh dear, Agnes Twythorpe,” sighed Mrs. Wren. The name was pronounced quietly and with a frown, like when they mentioned Drink. Or a Baby with No Father. “Yes, we were girls together. Sad. Clever as a fox she was, but she could savage like one, too. Will we send some of this nice beef broth that I have?” Yes, do send that horrible broth to them. Henrie was always being given mugs to drink at supper and it reminded her of the deliciousness of meat without any of the satisfaction of a proper hunk.

“Yes, that will be good for him. Hetty, find a small jar.” Henrie got up quickly from her perch on the wood bin and ran to the pantry for the biggest jar she could find.

“No, Hetty, we want a small jar. Small!” her mother said loudly and with extra emphasis. Mrs. Wren and her mother always spoke to her like she was a hound. Reluctantly she returned the large jar and got a medium one. “This is all there is,” she lied.

“Okay then, but it’s your draught that might be smaller tonight because I won’t be making any more till Monday week.” Mrs. Wren was tucking in a small cloth sack of hard pears. Good riddance.

Now her mother was opening up the bread bin and putting a full loaf of Mrs. Wren’s brown bread wrapped in a napkin into the basket, and next turned her attention to the dairy chest. Forgive me for my greed last month and may I be lucky enough that Mother will not choose the Double Gloucester. This was the most creamy and nutty of the hard cheeses, and when she could, Henrie liked to get a lump into her pinafore pocket to enjoy throughout the day. It was highly transportable. Cheddar, but not too sharp. Mrs. Wren lowered her voice as Mrs. Bates selected a Stilton and scooped out a crumbly wedge. This was all going so well. Perhaps she could save God for the approved prayers like obedience, praise, mercy, but rely on herself for the other days when she longed for less-approved things: pickles, cheese, and so on. “I’ve heard that Dame Blake blames Agnes for Jonathan.” She gave her employer a meaningful look.

“Blames her?”

“Yes. She thinks she has… you know.”

Mrs. Bates tilted her head half in inquiry and half in horror, eyes big, drawing back several inches with a hand to her breast. “You don’t mean—”

“Yes.”

“What does she mean?” asked Henrie. “What’s wrong with Jonathan?” She asked into a void, no one seemed to hear her words. Woof, woof, woof.

“Agnes’s always been a jealous, spiteful one, and when her younger sister married and her still an old maid, well. And then, she’s, as I said, always been a bit funny.” Mrs. Wren raised her eyebrows and tightened her lips as she spoke.

Funny. Henrie pictured someone like Jenkins, who could pull faces and look just like whatever animal he chose, but what could be wrong with that?

“Well, that’s nonsense,” said Mother, but Henrie noticed she touched the carved wheels in the stone by the chimney on her way out to deliver the basket.
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One day, a week after his third birthday, nobody knew the answer to where Harry was.

“Harry, Harry! Where are you?” called her mother down the nursery corridor. She was expecting a new baby in the fall and had been feeling poorly again. Betty the parlor maid was looking in the attic bedrooms.

“HARRRR-REEEE!” sang Henrie. She had been in the barn tickling the goats while Harry had been napping. Now she was looking in all her best hiding spots, systematically checking behind doors and under beds, inside the wood store and the apple store, peering into the broom cupboard beneath the stairs. She hoped for the glory of discovering him.

“Young sir, you are treading on thin ice,” called Mrs. Wren, standing at the door to the hen house. “Out now or no pudding.”

“Check around the pond,” called the vicar unconcernedly from his study.

“What?”

“The duck pond, check around there. He was playing with some rocks outside near there just a bit ago.”

Henrie emerged from under the sewing table to see her mother’s eyes fly to Betty’s. Then the two women ran out the door to the pond, ominously devoid of ducks, Henrie behind them. Her mother walked straight into the lily-padded water, while Betty yelled Harry’s name from the edge. Mrs. Bates was now on her knees, feeling around in the murk. And then she made a gurgling noise. She was pulling on something as the vicar emerged from the house in his shirtsleeves. He started to run as she dragged the small body, round head covered in mud, up and into her arms, his booted feet tangled in lily pad stems.

Betty was screaming, and Henrie’s father abruptly stopped moving, frozen in place, one foot lifted off the ground for the next step, which he did not take. Henrie ran forward to wipe Harry’s face clean but her mother jerked the body out of her reach. To her husband she said, “You saw him? Playing by the pond, alone?”

For the first day after Harry fell in the pond, Henrie prayed continuously to God for it to have been a mistake, that Harry would suddenly cough up water and roll on his side in his little cot where they had placed him to wait for the sexton. This was clearly a matter for the Almighty, and she tried many different prayer formats. Eventually, she just said again and again, Lord God, King of Kings, giver of life, you can have anything from me if you will please bring our Harry back. She repeated it so often that there was no pause between back at the end of the plea and Lord at the beginning. The words lost their individuality and the sentence became a circle—ba-cklord. At night, falling asleep, she reduced the prayer to just these two syllables. Ba-cklord, ba-cklord, ba-cklord.

It didn’t work. Her prayers exerted no control. Instead, Harry was buried in the graveyard of her father’s church, just a small stone that read HENRY JOHN BATES, 1770–1773, behind the large Bates monument. She hadn’t been at the burial—her father said only people who were men went to the graveside. And she really wished she could have been there, with him, till the last possible moment when dirt was heaped over his little box and it was hidden from sight. But in subsequent weeks she went to check on him after church. She wondered if she didn’t understand enough about prayer. But two things occurred to her. First, she needed to pray in advance of disaster, not after it. Anticipation, preparation, these were key. And second, her own self might be the better recipient of her prayers. No one was willing to say it, like so many things that were glossed over, but she thought it was clear that while God might exist, He may well not be actually in charge.



Once again, the household was transformed. Now the vicar did not tease anyone that they had done something naughty. Instead, he drank from his decanter in his study from morning to night. Her mother, who was only a few months away from her next lying-in, stayed in bed most of each day. Everyone knew it was the vicar’s fault that Harry was dead. Her mother knew it and would not look at her husband; the vicar seemed to know it and never spoke of his son again; and Henrie, to whom so much was a mystery and so little explanation was ever offered, knew it too. She knew she should not hate her father, so for a little while she tried not to. But not for very long.

Meals, when they were all three there for them, were stonily still, each person fossilized in their own sadness. Henrie, unable to bear it, began filling the silence with chatter. It didn’t matter what she said, she just talked and talked to chisel away the despair. Her parents occasionally turned their faces her way, not listening but perhaps noticing that she existed.

The new baby, a girl named Jane Mary, was born into this bleak household, and Henrie gave her as much attention as she could (which was a lot); this baby would never wander off unattended, Henrie promised. Henrie was eight and carried her carefully everywhere, watched for any sneeze or cough, kept her tucked up by the fire even into the summer.

Little by little, her mother came back, lured out of her grief by this sunny baby who was beautiful and good, who smiled at all the right times, was quiet in church but cooed at the congregation afterwards. She was an angel, too exquisite to be called plain Jane—at home, they called her Jeannette. Just as everyone had loved Harry, everyone loved Jeannette. Almost.

Only the vicar seemed impossibly immune to her, spending his days alone at his desk, appearing occasionally on unsteady legs for meals or riding out, he said, to attend to his parishioners. Their family dinners remained muted affairs, Jeannette too small to join; the only sound came from Henrie, who tried at least once a meal to extinguish the group misery with words. Little by little she began to notice that she could think whatever she wanted while she was talking about something else, and no one knew.

“There is a new batch of chicks, Lucy sat on them the whole time herself. They just hatched yesterday, did anyone else see them? I did and Jenkins let me hold one.” What she was thinking is, I wish Papa were buried in the cold churchyard and Harry were here with us. I wish Papa’s flesh were decaying slowly so that just his hair remained. “It was so soft, you wouldn’t believe, and sweet, and the noises it made! He said—Jenkins, not the chick, I mean—that buff Orpingtons are the best layers in his opinion, but I do miss the little black ones we used to keep, don’t you?”

She knew not to expect an answer, but that wasn’t really the point. She got very good at enjoying thinking her own less acceptable thoughts while she babbled on like this. She looked at her father slumped at his place, his coat untidy.

“Their favorite treat is worms, so Jenkins told me to dig in the garden and find them some. Which I did, and I gathered, oh, at least seven. Is that right? Or was it nine? I can’t remember.” If another member of our family must be taken, let it be him. She glanced reflexively up at the ceiling for retributive lightning. “He says that chickens can be unkind to each other if one of them gets hurt, which I think is so sad. And you know what Reginald Rooster was like.” Papa could have saved Harry if he had thought for one second about taking care of him. She glanced again up at her father’s face and continued her monologue. “The little chicks are too small to eat a whole worm, so I cut it into pieces for them.” I do not at all mind if Father falls headfirst down the well. Plop. Smash. We will just see the bottoms of his shoes when we look down.

“Henrietta. Enough. We do not talk about worms at mealtime.”

“Oh, pardon me,” said Henrie, but she was secretly happy that this was the worst thing they thought she had done during dinner. This was the first power she had ever had, the power to appear different on the outside from the inside. She could be truly alone in her mind. No parents, no God. This was both thrilling and desolate.



Sometimes, for years after her brother’s death, when Henrie was lying in bed unable to sleep, she reconstructed in excruciating detail the minutes before Harry stopped breathing. The surprise of the cold pond rising up to embrace him, the rush of water over the tops of his boots, the shock of drawing liquid for breath. Henrie stopped breathing for as long as she could. It was not long. These thoughts did not help her sleep, but they were necessary.
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Over the months and years, her mother’s goals for Henrie had halved, and halved again, until now she just seemed to want Henrie to act in whatever way would attract the least amount of attention. Henrie felt as if she herself were being cut to size. This week, her mother had been drilling her on behaviors when meeting someone for the first time. Curtsy, say, “How do you do?,” smile and look at them briefly—but do not stare. “Do you hear me, Henrietta? Do not stare.”

The hollow sound of horses clopping along the high street got louder, drawing her mother to the window. “Oh, thank heavens, it is not our guests yet. Now remember, it is Mrs. Mott, and her daughter Lavinia, who is one year younger than you, Hetty.” Henrie, age eleven (an awkward age her mother liked to say when Henrie was present, or an unsuccessful child when she thought she was not) and Jeannette, aged three (an adorable age as anyone could see, a perfect girl), were being brushed and fluffed with special care for the call.

Mr. Mott, the father, was born in Highbury and now, having made his fortune in tobacco, had returned here with his family from Southport. (“Tobacco, my foot,” said Mr. Bates. “Human bondage.” He refused to participate in any visit.) It was rare that newcomers arrived in Highbury, and Mrs. Bates was excited.

People’s faces were hard for Henrie to see and so she did sometimes look at them for a long time, trying to understand them. Was that the same as staring? They were sort of a yellow or pink wash but she tried to notice how the eyebrows went. Eyebrows were helpful. About her own face, she knew she had an unfortunate nose and lots of frizzy dark hair. There was a looking glass in her mother’s room, and there were remarks.

Other instructions her mother had given her: if they gave you some small token, smile and say how pleased you are. “Do you understand, Hetty? Gratitude is one of the most important expressions you must master. You don’t have to be actually pleased. Let us practice, here I am, I am Mrs. Mott, and I have just bestowed upon you a blue-veined cheese.”

“I hate blue-veined cheese, it makes my stomach empty.”

“Don’t say ‘hate,’ and yes, I know, I am hardly likely to forget the disaster with the Stilton. It really quelled the festivity of Christmas dinner. But this lady does not, and she has generously given you a gift that she believes you will like.”

“I like apples,” suggested Henrie. “Should we have sent her a note to say?”

“No, we should not have. You are given the blue-veined cheese.” Mrs. Bates held out her hands in pantomime. Henrie hesitated to take it.

“Is it wrapped?”

“What? Well, I suppose so. She is hardly to be handling a blue cheese with her gloves. I wonder what kind of glove she will have. Silk, perhaps? In any case, imagine the cheese is wrapped in cheesecloth and placed in a basket.”

“Well then, I will hold it very far from my body and I will not say I strongly dislike blue-veined cheese,” said Henrie, pleased. It had been a puzzle and she was sure she had found the answer.

“No, no you will not,” said her mother. “How you actually feel plays no part in this intercourse. You will go like this.” She held an imaginary and worryingly large cheese up to her nose, took a big sniff and said, “Oh, how lovely. My favorite of all things. Thank you, Mrs. Mott. We shall certainly enjoy this!”

“Thank you!” repeated little Jeannette, who enjoyed games of pretending.

Henrie did not, and started to feel sick, so convincing was her mother’s acting. She imitated her, but slowly, hardly able to bring the phantom cheese to her face. Apparently dissembling was an enormous part of being a good person, and she supposed she must practice.



Sometimes, when Henrie couldn’t sleep, she imagined a trade. She would take out the little axe they used for the chickens and lay the vicar, who was drunk, on a chopping block. She would lift the axe and no one would stop her. After she chopped off her father’s head, three-year-old Harry would emerge from the house smiling. Her father’s body would run around headless for a moment or two, but she paid no attention, so overjoyed was she to have Harry back.



In general, after church was too many faces for Henrie. She had a favorite hiding spot behind the Bates sarcophagus and near her brother. Here she could hear what was going on but no one could see her. She no longer spoke with God, and the churchyard was the only part of Sunday that held meaning for her. It had rained for all of May, and now, the first sunny Sunday in June, the parishioners were gathered outside the church in their Sunday hats, like clumps of mushrooms, not eager to return home. Jeannette was holding her mother’s hand as the vicar’s family, minus Henrie, greeted people. Her father had at least done better today than he had last Sunday, when he had spilled the Eucharist down his front.

Henrie lay, eyes closed, on the ground at the far edge of the stone monument, the grass tickling the backs of her ears, her hands folded on her chest. If she just had a small dog with a thin tail curled at her feet, she would be identical to a knight whose sarcophagus was in the church. She opened her eyes suddenly and very wide, imagining how surprised people would be if she really were lying in state and did this. A crabapple tree grew nearby and the web of its fingers separated her from the blue sky. People were talking for longer than usual, and that suited Henrie. She liked to keep her lost baby company.

Two voices approached, and she recognized one as belonging to Mrs. Mott, whom Henrie had not cared for during the visit last month. Actually, she’d felt a little aggrieved when the visitor did not produce a cheese, nor any gift, after all their preparation. Mrs. Mott had brought her daughter Lavinia, and both the mothers had said at the beginning of the call how the girls were sure to be friends. But Lavinia had refused Henrie’s offer to go out and see the worm patch where she cultivated treats for the chickens, so it didn’t seem likely.

Now it sounded like Mrs. Mott was speaking confidentially to another woman whom Henrie couldn’t identify, possibly the cousin she had mentioned during her visit who would be staying with her for the summer. They were discussing what all the other women at church were wearing. Henrie was not interested in this and went back to thinking about what it would be like if she lived in the graveyard, in the sexton’s hut with Jeannette, far away from her father and mother. The phrases English muslin, frogging, and unnecessary pleats drifted past her ears. More distantly she could hear the buzz of the rest of the congregation.

“The vicar’s wife gave me quite a nice fruitcake, although the slice was not generous, and very good tea. I must find out next time if she gets it in town. When she came to me (was it six weeks ago already? Just before your visit began), I believe we had ginger rocks, which are nothing to be embarrassed of. The vicarage is bigger than our house but, my dear, so dark and dreary. There’s no hallway to speak of. Before you know it, you are in the parlor. The maid was a country girl.” The other woman’s voice said something indistinct.

“No, he wasn’t there, but the daughters were. The older one is Lavinia’s age, the other is barely out of long clothes—well, you see her over there with her mother. I believe there was a boy at one point—but no more. The vicar himself was out of the house, or so they said. I have heard, though can scarcely believe it to be true, and I do abhor the spreading of gossip, but I have heard that he—” Here she dropped her voice so that the words could not be distinguished by those listening in the grass. “And, apparently, he is opening some sort of school—well, they would need the money, wouldn’t they? I can’t imagine that will work very well. No, it was just the mother and the two girls. The younger one will be a beauty, as I’m sure you have seen. That auburn hair in thick waves already, played with her doll, as pretty as you please. I don’t mind admitting I’m happy Lavinia will not be competing with that one in years to come. Just between us.” More low-voiced commentary and a laugh from both. By this point Henrie felt she had been caught in a trap wherein moving or remaining still were equally fatal.

“The other child I cannot speak so favorably of. Lavvy said she believes she may be a moron of sorts—grimacing about—Lavvy thought she was trying to smile. She is stunted, hardly taller than her small sister, and oddly shaped, like a bread box, no neck, and a nose—my dear, I hate to think what the silhouettist would make of her. You might think he was portraying a barnyard creature. Her hair is thick, no one could say otherwise, but it’s not like human hair, more shaggy, like, oh, like a winter draft horse!” The other woman may have said, “You are terrible, Amelia,” and they shared a cozy chuckle.

Henrie hoped hard both that these ladies would not discover her, and also that they would, and would suffer deep guilt and regret as a result. But even though she knew it was they who were behaving poorly, it was her own face that burnt and her hands which felt clammy with shame.

On Mrs. Mott went. “Truly, it springs off her forehead in what might be a widow’s peak if the texture were otherwise, but on her is like a forelock! And the total absence of grace! She walks like someone who had fallen out of an apple tree.” Henrie gave a little start. Lying under the tree, that’s probably what she looked like right this instant! Could Mrs. Mott actually see her? “She did not entertain herself, nor did she entertain us, but rather helped herself to a second slice of cake (as I would have liked to do, but ’twas not offered) and answered the questions I put her in a haphazard way, with lots of inane chatter. The vicar’s wife will have quite a job of it, getting her off.” A girl’s voice approached.

“Lavinia, there you are, it’s past time for us to go home.”

Lavinia Mott sat down on the sarcophagus but her mother told her to stand up. As she did so, the girl happened to look behind her and saw Henrie lying like a dead body with goggly open eyes. Lavinia screamed, and then Henrie screamed. No, they were definitely not going to be friends.



Henrie could never tell for sure if things were funny or not. With the young scholars in the house, this became especially apparent. These were boarding students the vicar was supposedly preparing for school. The boys were from families as far away as Salisbury and they were like having indoor wolves—wild, violent, toothed, sloping down the corridors and leaping out of stairwells. The term her mother insisted on using for them, “the young scholars,” could not have been less apt. They called Henrie names and took turns at drawing pictures of her being hunted down and variously burnt or sliced to pieces.

Often the boys were whooping with laughter at something Henrie could not understand. One time, early on, when she still thought they might be friends, Henrie came upon them lying in a circle on the schoolroom floor. They had one of the boys’—John’s—little lead soldiers out and were moving them all about in a tremendous battle with hollers and yells and bangs and booms. Henrie was standing shyly at the door, peeking her head around. Another one, Andrew, made a huge explosion sound, P’COOOO, as he pointed a canon toward the French position on the pupil’s chair. The third boy, Fred, knocked all the French soldiers off, and they all started laughing hilariously. Henrie smiled and took a step into the room, but no one noticed her. She made a small artificial yet earnest laughing noise, but still the boys were just rolling around in glee. She said more loudly than she intended “Ha-ha!” and they looked up. Fred stopped laughing, and the other two followed suit.

“What are you laughing at, dwarf?” Fred had golden hair and pale blue eyes, like a seraph, Mrs. Bates said.

Henrie had no idea what she was laughing at, she had just wanted to join in. Now she looked at the scene of martial chaos and tried to think of something to say.

“You are just standing there like a gargoyle with your mouth open. Can you not speak?” continued Fred, now standing up the better to loom over her.

“I was laughing because it was funny? That the cannon smashed all those soldiers.” She tried to inject appropriate emotion. “Bang! And then, it was amusing the way they fell in all different positions, they would be dead if they were real, which is funny because they are French. But they are lead, so they couldn’t use their arms to protect their falls, or really their legs to regain their balance, and so that’s why, I suppose, it was ever so comical.” She ran out of steam.

“You do realize that John’s best French commander’s head fell off in the explosion,” said Fred coldly, holding up the little decapitated soldier. “Is that amusing, do you think?”

“Oh no, I’m terribly sorry, I just—”

“ ‘Ha-ha,’ that’s what you said, I believe. Is this an appropriate response when a student of your father’s loses one of his treasured items? That is very interesting. Note this down, Andrew. The freak here thinks that’s funny.” Andrew made a show of opening a notebook and writing something down with a short pencil while John looked on mournfully.

So that had not been funny. Henrie tried to make her own notes.

Things that were amusing: jokes about words. Like when her mother told her father about seeing a mouse as it fled into a hole in the skirting board and he said, “That’s quite a tale.” Gales of laughter from Mother and Mrs. Wren. Not so much from Papa, who raised his eyebrows and went back to eating his pheasant. Henrie was frowning as she tried to piece it together, but the young scholars were all chuckling. Or words that rhymed, those were apparently funny. Like when John wrote a poem that rhymed vicar with sicker and thicker and snicker. Also funny: compliments. When her mother received a compliment, she laughed and looked modest. “Oh, Mrs. Bates, there is no finer needlewoman in Highbury than you,” a neighbor would say, admiring some stitching on little Jeannette’s frock, and her mother would laugh and say, “Oh no, not at all.” Was the compliment funny? Henrie would have to assume so. She began to give lots of compliments.

Things that seemed amusing but were not: when Fred slipped on the ice outside the vicarage and fell in a sitting position with his legs straight out in front of him and his torso perpendicular to the ground like he was a doll with knees that didn’t bend. This was not funny at all, apparently, though Henrie had given an initial yelp of laughter. Mr. Rivers the doctor had to be called, and Fred was determined to have broken his posterior. This diagnosis was also not funny, nor was it funny that he had to do lessons standing up or lying down for several weeks. Also not funny, when her father stayed up late with a visiting friend and then forgot what he was saying during his sermon the next morning. He stood in silence frowning down at the pulpit and then said something that sounded a lot like, “What the devil was I saying?” Henrie’s eyes flew around as she started to laugh, but everyone else was looking extremely sober. Her mother pinched the back of her neck very hard, and she saw that this was not funny at all.
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