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A rebel! How glorious the name sounds when applied to a woman.

Oh, rebellious woman, to you the world looks in hope.

Upon you has fallen the glorious task of bringing liberty to the earth and all the inhabitants thereof.

MATILDA JOSLYN GAGE

Resist much, obey little.

WALT WHITMAN
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City of Wonders.

IN THE DUSKY haze of evening a ruddy-cheeked newsboy strode along Fifth Avenue proclaiming the future. “The great Egyptian obelisk is about to land on our shores! The Brooklyn Bridge set to become the Eighth Wonder of the World! Broadway soon to glow with electric light!” In his wake, a crippled man shuffled, spouting prophecies of his own. “God’s judgement is upon us! The end of the world is nigh!”

New York had become a city of astonishments. Wonders and marvels came so frequent and fast, a day without spectacle was cause for concern.

Men involved themselves with the business of making miracles. Men in starched collars and suits, men in wool caps and dirty boots. From courtrooms to boardrooms to the newsrooms of Park Row; from dockyards to scaffolds to Mr. Roebling’s Great Bridge—every man to a one had a head full of schemes: to erect a monument to genius, to become a wizard of invention, to discover the unknown. They set their sights on greatness while setting their watches to the drop of the Western Union Time Ball. Their dreams no longer came to them via stardust and angel’s wings, but by tug, train and telegraph. Sleep lost all meaning now that Time was in man’s grasp.

In the building beneath the tower that held the time ball, a mindful order of women sat—side by side, row on row, storey upon storey, one hundred young ladies in all, working round the clock to translate the wishes of men to dots and dashes. Transfixed by the steady click-clack of their task, the ghost of Mr. Samuel Morse hovered near. He’d tried to get to Heaven on numerous occasions, but could never seem to find his way past the tangled canopy of telegraph lines that criss-crossed the skies above Manhattan. What he needed was an angel, or better yet, a witch. Someone to translate the knocks and rappings of his soul, to convey all the things he’d left unsaid. Where could one be found? Were there any left?

In a halo of lamplight near the Western Union Building, a prostitute leaned her aching back against the bricks. Lips rouged, eyes rimmed with charcoal, she was waiting for a man. Puffing on a cigarette she’d begged off a stranger, she blew a steady stream of smoke rings in the air. At the edge of her sight, a shadowy figure in the shape of a fine-dressed gentleman appeared—five feet off the ground, coattails flapping in the breeze. Rubbing her eyes, the girl shook her head, thinking she’d had too much to drink. She swore, hand to God, she’d get off the booze one day, not now, of course, maybe in the spring.

As the ghost dissolved from her view, the girl flicked the stub of her cigarette to the ground and crushed it with the heel of her boot. Hand in her pocket she reached for a trinket she’d been given by her last john. “A lucky rabbit’s foot,” he’d said, “blessed by a bona fide witch.” “Liar,” the girl had complained when he’d offered her the charm along with half of what he was supposed to pay. “No, no, no,” the john had insisted. “I tell you, she was real . . . a real witch with a very fine ass.” With that, the girl had grabbed the trinket and sent the john on his way. Something was better than nothing. She needed all the help she could get.

Stroking the soft fur of the rabbit’s foot, the girl thought of all she lacked. She was tired, she needed sleep, but she wanted more booze. When she glanced at the spot where she’d snuffed out the butt, there was a shiny new dime in its place. Picking the coin off the ground, she wondered if maybe the john had been right after all. Maybe the damn foot was lucky. Maybe the witch was real. Maybe her luck had changed because the john had dipped his willy in a witch and then dipped it in her, leaving behind some strange magic. There were worse things she could catch, she guessed.

[image: image]

In the shadow of the Great Bridge, a young widow knelt to plead with the river. Just after supper she’d spied something terrible in the soapy murk of her dishwater, a vision she’d seen once before, and she’d just as soon forget. Each time she closed her eyes, it came to her again—a man’s face, bloated and blue, gasping for air. The last time she’d seen it, it’d been her husband’s. This time it was a stranger’s.

“I understand,” the woman said to the river, touching the surface of the water with a finger. “I know how it feels to be slighted.” She also understood that the river required payment from those who wished to cross it. Blood, flesh and bone were what it liked best. The widow didn’t have much of anything to give as an offering—a few pennies, a splash of whiskey, the cheerful tune of an ancient song—but she hoped that if she were gentle, persuasive and kind, the river might change its mind. Was it witchcraft she was plying? She didn’t care so long as it worked. Something had to be done. Something was better than nothing.

[image: image]

In the cellar of a modest house on the edge of the Tenderloin, a weary housekeeper lit a candle and said a prayer. Taper in one hand, glass jar in the other, she poured wax around the edge of the jar’s lid to seal it shut. The jar—filled with stale urine, old needles, shards of mirror, brass buttons, bent nails and thirteen drops of blood from her left thumb—was what her wise grandmother had called a “witch’s bottle.” While others might call it humbug, the housekeeper saw the jar and its contents as her last hope to dispel the strange darkness that’d settled in her midst. What else could explain all that’d happened since the master of the house had passed? For weeks she’d been plagued by what she thought was a ghost or, perhaps, a demon, lurking in her room, stealing her sight, shaking her bed, night after night. What did it want? Where had it come from? Why wouldn’t it leave her alone? Prayers, hymns and a desperate stint of almsgiving hadn’t driven it away. She feared the terrible thing wouldn’t rest until it saw her dead. Had she been cursed? Something had to be done. As her grandmother would say, Wo gibt es Hexen, gibt es Geister. Where there are witches there are ghosts.

[image: image]

In a quiet corner of a cozy teashop just shy of Madison Square Park, a magnificent raven sat on a perch, preening its feathers. As the bird tugged and fussed at its wing, three women conversed around a nearby table—one, a lady of considerable wealth, the others a pair of witches, keepers of the bird and the shop.

“Can you help?” the lady inquired, worry catching in her throat. “I’m at my wit’s end. Something must be done.”

One witch answered with a confident, “Of course.”

The other humbly replied, “Leave it with us.”

The raven cast an indifferent eye upon them. He’d witnessed this sort of thing before—the woman, unable to manage her affairs, needed a witch (or two) to make things right. That was all fine and good, but he was more interested in a faint sound coming from overhead, an enchanting jangle akin to when prisms on a chandelier touch. But how could that be when there was no chandelier to be found in the shop? He was certain unexpected magic was afoot.

Tea was poured, complaints and concerns heard, sympathy given. Crystal ball and grimoire consulted. Palms and tea leaves read. How pleased the bird was when he noticed the tray of teacakes in the centre of the table had barely been touched. How pleased the lady was when the witches presented her with a small package tied with red string.

The lady was sure she felt something move within the parcel. A tiny tremor of mystical vibration, perhaps? A sign of things to come? She’d heard rumours from a friend of a friend that these women could work miracles. She prayed it was true. She wanted to believe. Lowering her voice, she said, “You swear this thing has been touched by witchcraft?”

One of the women gave a polite nod and said, “Of course, my dear, of course.”

The other replied with a smile and a shrug. “Call it what you like.”

The raven simply cocked its head. It was all he could do not to laugh.

 

By Knot of One.

THIRTY-SIX MILES UP the Hudson as the crow flies, a young woman stood atop the widow’s walk of a grand house in Stony Point. To the east lay the silhouettes of ships’ masts and church towers beneath the first stars of night. The girl was looking for signs of change—in the skies, in the weather, in her heart.

“Starry. Crisp. Clear,” she pencilled in a small notebook. Licking the tip of her finger, she raised it above her head to check the direction of the wind. Nothing unusual, she thought. Nothing unusual ever happens here. “NW wind,” she wrote beside her other observations. “No sign of rain.”

Bright and bored at seventeen, Beatrice Dunn longed for her life to take an extraordinary turn. She had no reason to think such a thing would ever happen—still, she hoped, she prayed, she wished.

She knew, from reading yellowed copies of Scientific American and The Old Farmer’s Almanac, that the slightest shift in chemistry, in temperature, in the atmosphere, in the stars, could bring about tremendous transformation. An avalanche begins with a sound or a misplaced step. Gunpowder explodes with the tiniest of sparks. One flaw in a steam boiler can lead to catastrophe. Lightning can be conjured inside a jar. From time to time Beatrice made lightning of her own by scuffing her feet on the rug in her room and touching her finger to one of her iron bedposts. A sharp charge of static would run through her hand as her nightgown clung to her skin, and the tiny hairs along the back of her neck rose to attention. Occasionally the taste of metal fizzled in her mouth. It was a childish act, she supposed, but it thrilled her nonetheless. If only she could find a spark to set the tinder of her days ablaze.

She’d read in the New York Herald that great changes were set to sweep the world in the coming days.


Strange, malefic times (whatever cynical people may say to the contrary) are soon to begin, due to the presence of an immense planetary influence not seen on the Earth for two thousand years. The vitality of every living thing will be subjected to extraordinary pressures. Surely miracles and mayhem will arise in its wake.



To prepare for whatever might come her way, Beatrice had begun keeping track of things that couldn’t be explained. Charting every instance of the miraculous that appeared in the news, she faithfully logged them in her notebook as she did the weather, noting the hour of their occurrence, as well as the phase of the moon. She aimed to measure the rate of the inexplicable, the temperature of strange.

According to her records thus far, instances of unnatural phenomena had risen substantially in the last month. Most notably within the city of New York.


AUGUST 1—Woman Has Premonitions of Death.

AUGUST 5—Doppelgänger Seen on Delancey Street.

AUGUST 10—Girl Thrives Without Food or Drink.

AUGUST 15—Ghosts Haunt the Fifth Avenue Hotel.

AUGUST 20—Accusations of Witchcraft Abound.



To Beatrice, such accounts were deliciously compelling— not only for the fantastic stories they held, but for the many questions they raised.


What is the weight of a soul? Where does it go when we die?

Are there such things as ghosts?

Can they speak to the living?

What of spirits, demons, fairies and angels?

Can dreams hold portents, visions, foretellings?

Are witches real?

Does magic exist?



Night after night, kitchen shears in hand, she’d sit at her desk clipping squares and columns of newsprint to pin to the walls of her room. Printed matter from Vennor’s Almanac, Scientific American, The Ladies’ Companion, Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, New York Saturday Journal, The Fireside Library and Madam Morrow’s Strange Tales of Gotham soon crept across the rose-patterned wallpaper, replacing blossoms and stems with headlines, illustrations and odd bits of news.

Even the advertisements intrigued her. Find God! Find your match! Find your fortune in the west! Become an expert in calligraphy, telegraphy, engraving, pottery, telepathy, mesmerism, clairvoyance, embroidery, pianoforte, violin. Charm lessons, five cents! Discover the ancient art of getting what you wish! The back pages of every newspaper were peppered with the calling cards of mediums, clairvoyants, seers and mind readers, boasting the ability to converse with spirits, predict the future, find lost treasures, conjure true love. Madam Morrow the Astonisher. Miss Fortuna the Lucky. Mrs. Seymour. Madame Prewster. Miss Adelaide Thom. Was it possible for one city to contain so many mystics? Beatrice was counting the days until she could discover the truth for herself. Twelve days, thirteen sleeps.


RESPECTABLE LADY SEEKS
DEPENDABLE SHOP GIRL.

[image: Image]

Must be well versed in sums, etiquette,
tea making and the language of flowers.

Room and Board provided.

Candidates will be considered on one day ONLY
September 17, 1880         One to five o’clock

TEA AND SYMPATHY.

933 Broadway, New York, New York.

Those averse to magic need not apply.



Beatrice had spied the notice while combing through the latest issue of Harper’s Weekly. As soon as she’d seen it, she’d felt it was meant for her. Even though she guessed there’d be other girls who’d feel much the same, she couldn’t imagine that any of them were half as qualified as she was. Had they read Flowers and Flower-lore by Reverend H. Friend, cover to cover? Did they have an aunt who was as staunch about the proper preparation of tea as her aunt Lydia? She doubted it, especially when it came to the latter. Her proficiency with sums was excellent, her appetite for wonder insatiable. She’d need to brush up on her etiquette, but she could do that quite easily with a quick re-reading of How to Behave.

If she didn’t get the job, then she’d simply march down Third Avenue to the Cooper Union and enroll in their women’s course on telegraphy. She’d already committed Mr. Morse’s code to memory by practicing the longs and shorts of it on the end of a ruler she’d rigged with elastic to the edge of her desk. If her quest to become a telegrapher failed, then she’d return to her aunt’s house in Stony Point, the place she’d called home for the last seven years, and resign herself to a safe, secure and predictable life.

Was she nervous?

-.-- . ... (Yes.)

Was she frightened?

-. --- (No.)

She’d travelled to New York first as a child, holding fast to her mother’s hand and then, after her parents’ passing, once a year in the spring with Aunt Lydia by her side. This time, however, there’d be no frantic rush to find the perfect hat, no fretting over fumes from the train aggravating her aunt’s lungs, no worry about getting there and back in a day. This time she was going alone, and she was going to stay. Although she cared for her aunt and would miss her dearly, she relished the thought of being someplace Lydia wasn’t.

Their relationship had been brought about by a vigorous strain of smallpox that’d swept through Albany in the summer of 1873. Beatrice, just shy of her tenth birthday, was the only person in her house to survive. Not long after her parents had died, the court had appointed her mother’s sister, Lydia Floss, to serve as Beatrice’s guardian “until such time as Miss Dunn is legally wed, or turns nineteen.” With quiet composure, Lydia had collected Beatrice’s belongings, then whisked the girl away to the Floss family homestead in Stony Point. “Nothing here but blue skies, green pastures and hard-working folk,” Lydia had told the girl. “I can’t remember the last time someone fell ill or came to any harm.” They’d lived there, just the two of them, in a house so large that even their shadows occasionally got lost.

Beatrice was given proper clothes to wear, healthful food to eat, a roof over her head. Aunt Lydia, the beneficiary of her family’s estate, and a spinster by choice, had always shown Beatrice a great deal of interest and respect, and, when occasion called for it (on birthdays, at Christmastime, on the anniversary of her parents’ deaths), an appropriate amount of affection. Lydia had raised Beatrice in the way she wished she had been raised, by teaching the girl to pick up books because of a love of learning (rather than a desire for praise), to do good deeds because of an enduring belief in kindness (rather than a fear of God’s wrath). While the other girls in Stony Point were braiding one another’s hair and spreading schoolyard gossip, Beatrice had preferred to sit by the fire (or in summer, under a willow tree in the back garden), reading and making figures between her fingers with a loop of string—cat’s whiskers, cup-and-saucer, owl’s eyes, the witch’s broom. When girls her age began pairing off with young men at dances and church socials, Lydia had encouraged Beatrice to look beyond the altar by handing her tracts from teacher’s colleges and nursing schools, with words of encouragement scrawled in the margins.

Fortune favours the prepared mind.

Beauty seeks attention. Intelligence commands it.

As an ardent follower of Miss Susan B. Anthony, Lydia believed the only path to a woman’s betterment was through making her own way. If that path led Beatrice away from Stony Point, then so be it.

With that in mind, Beatrice had told Lydia of her plans over her aunt’s favourite breakfast (poached eggs, rosehip tea and toast with blackberry jam). Much to the girl’s surprise, Lydia hadn’t balked in the slightest. She hadn’t lectured her about the dangers of the city, or warned her about seducers and swindlers lurking around every corner. If Beatrice hadn’t known better, she might’ve thought Lydia was happy to see her go. In the end, her aunt had given her blessing in the best way she knew how. “According to Miss Anthony,” she’d said, “‘the girl who is able to earn her own living and pay her own way should be as happy as anybody on earth.’ There’s no match for the sweetness independence brings. Nothing would make me happier than to see you succeed.”

[image: image]

Staring at the sky, Beatrice thought, Thirteen sleeps before my departure. How lucky am I? “Luck,” of course, according to her aunt, “is what happens when preparation and opportunity collide.” What then of magic, Beatrice wondered, of destiny, of kismet?

She’d recently read an account of a strange charm being found by a farmhand in the rafters of a run-down cottage outside of Tarrytown where a witch was supposed to have lived. It’d been fashioned from the simplest of things—a length of string, a few ratty feathers and six stray hairs (probably from the witch’s head). Nine knots had been tied along it, to secure the feathers and hair. When a farmer’s wife from the next house over had been asked by a newspaper reporter if she’d ever seen the likes of such a thing before, she’d eagerly replied, “Yes, indeed I have! ’Tis a witch’s ladder, for healin’ the sick, protectin’ loved ones, cursin’ yer enemies or gettin’ what you wish. It contains some of the strongest magic there is. Once the spell’s complete, its magic will be stored in the charm forever. So long as the ladder remains whole, so too will the magic. There’s a rhyme that goes along with it, to help the spell set. Would ye like to hear it?”

Taking three black feathers, a length of string and six strands of red hair from her own head, Beatrice began tying knots to secure her wish, reciting the farmwoman’s verse as she went.


By knot of one, my spell’s begun.

By knot of two, it will come true.

By knot of three, so may it be.

By knot of four, this power I store.

By knot of five, my spell is alive.

By knot of six, the spell I fix.

By knot of seven, the future I’ll leaven.

By knot of eight, my will be fate.

By knot of nine, what’s done is mine!



She hoped the farmer’s wife was right. She hoped the magic would prove true. She wanted to believe—in miracles, in fate and in witches too.

Twelve days. (Thirteen sleeps.)

Those averse to magic need not apply.
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The time between first and second sleep is neither slumber nor waking. Too much dark and your mind will stay at rest, too much light and your dreams will surely flee. Use this time wisely—for writing spells, summoning spirits, and most importantly, remembering your dreams. Queens have been crowned, schemes hatched, fortunes gained, demons defeated, lovers found—all from visions born in the stillness of the night. In dreams, our souls are given the eyes of Fate. Dreams must be encouraged by all possible means.

—From the grimoire of Eleanor St. Clair
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Between Sleeps.

ELEANOR ST. CLAIR was fast asleep—a pair of silver scissors tucked under her pillow, a sprig of lavender tied to the post of her bed. The scissors were for protection against curses and other dark magic; the lavender, to foster sweet dreams. As the clock in the shop below her moved through its hourly dance, gears clicking, pendulum ticking, hammer poised to strike, Eleanor stirred, but didn’t wake. The clock, as if it meant to take pity on the tired woman, slowed to a stop just shy of two. Adelaide Thom, Eleanor’s partner and friend, had forgotten to wind it again.

Moonlight shone in the windows of the building where Eleanor slept. Nestled between Markowitz’s Bakery and the ticket office for the Erie Railroad, the unassuming storefront was easy to miss. The awning was faded, its crank frozen with rust. The door was in need of a fresh coat of paint. The sign above it, a simple placard with modest letters painted in cerulean, read: ST. CLAIR AND THOM, TEA AND SYMPATHY. EST. 1879. To most passersby, the place was neither remarkable nor inviting. To a select society of ladies who spoke the right words and asked the right questions, it was a place of whispered confessions and secret cures—a refuge run by women they could trust.

The crippled awning and peeling paint were of no consequence to Eleanor, who saw no need to attract undue attention from zealots, skeptics or the law. Assisting women through their difficulties carried certain risks. A young female doctor from the Women’s Infirmary had been thrown in the Tombs by Anthony Comstock and his Society for the Suppression of Vice for fashioning pessaries from bits of sea sponge and silk floss (Distribution of Contraceptive Devices). A bookseller, who’d sold copies of Fruits of Philosophy: The Private Companion of Young Married People from behind his counter, had met a similar fate (Distribution of Obscene Literature). The abortionist Madame Restell, considered by some to be a saviour, by others a sinful hag, had slit her own throat to avoid two years of hard labour. Apothecaries no longer carried French safes or “preventative powders” for fear that Comstock would shutter their shops.

Women who found themselves in trouble were left to their own devices, or worse yet, to quackery. Mail-order medicines under the guise of vegetable compounds, regulating elixirs and an assortment of pills (renovating, periodical, Catholic and lunar) promised to “restore female regularity, remove weakness of the stomach, dissolve unwanted uterine growths.” While clever language allowed their makers to avoid the long arm of Comstock, the packages in which their remedies were delivered could easily be intercepted and destroyed. Even when the item arrived safely and was used accordingly, there was no assurance a product would make good on its boasts. “Desperate times make for desperate women,” Adelaide had quipped. “And desperate women with rich husbands mean more money for us.”

But Eleanor hadn’t gone into business with Adelaide for the money. In her eyes, their venture was more about duty than due. While Adelaide had been born a creature of the city, Eleanor had been born in a humble cottage on the banks of the Bronx River. Her mother, Madame Delphine St. Clair, was a keeper of spells, a gardien de sorts, so Eleanor had spent her childhood learning to embrace the traditions of her ancestors: growing herbs, keeping bees and mixing potions. She’d come from a long line of wise women that stretched back to the shores of Normandy and to the woman after whom she’d been named—who, in her mother’s words, “had been twice a queen as well as a witch.” Eleanor’s mother had also taught her to carefully guard her gifts. “Always needed, ever hunted,” was her motto—spoken each day before rising, written in the margins of her grimoire, carved into the wood of her daughter’s cradle beneath the family crest. She told Eleanor, “A shepherdess sees to the care and feeding of her flock, a seamstress sees to the cut of a lady’s dress. Witches see to things best sorted by magic—sorrows of the heart, troubles of the mind, regrets of the flesh. This is what we do. That is who you are.”

Delphine had left Paris for New York in the spring of 1848 after yet another revolution had rocked France. Newly pregnant and alone, she’d settled in the cottage on the edge of her brother’s farm and waited for her husband (and her baby) to arrive. Eleanor was born late that December, but Madame St. Clair never saw her husband again. Her brother had kept her and her new baby fed by sharing any surplus he had from the farm, and she’d provided the rest of whatever she needed for herself and Eleanor by offering her services to the women of the surrounding countryside, dubbing her little home “l’Hermitage.”

Once a month, she’d bundle Eleanor in blankets and paddle a little rowboat down the river to deliver bottles and jars of her concoctions to a handful of apothecaries in the city. Over the years Eleanor became as much apprentice as daughter, happy to learn all she could about tinctures, elixirs and the traditions of the “cunning folk.”

For a time, she’d abandoned those ways, choosing to leave home and study at the Women’s Medical College in Manhattan, but when her mother had taken ill not quite a year into her studies, Eleanor had returned to l’Hermitage to care for her in her dying days. In the two years since Madame St. Clair’s passing, Eleanor hadn’t once considered going back to school. What she’d learned of modern medicine had only made it clear to her that the lessons her mother had taught her were the ones she held most dear. Honey infused with saffron, cinnamon and horny goat weed makes an effective aphrodisiac. A tonic of valerian, mugwort and poppy heads promises deep sleep and sweet dreams. A pastille containing liquorice, skullcap and chasteberry tames an aggressive lover’s lust. A mix of rose petals, lavender, lemon balm and hawthorn berries soothes a broken heart. Red clover, oatstraw, nettle and red raspberry ready a woman’s womb for child bearing. Tea brewed from tansy keeps a woman’s blood on course. Tansy failing, there are other herbs that can bring things around: black cohosh, milkweed, pennyroyal, oarweed, Queen Anne’s lace. Or, as her mother liked to sing, “Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme . . .” Whenever Eleanor was concocting a batch of this or that, Adelaide preferred to sing a different sort of tune: “Buds, berries, leaves and roots . . . keep a girl healthy, wealthy and loose!”

Eleanor could only wish her task was as simple as that. For every woman who sidled up to the shop counter wishing to have her heart mended, her beauty increased, her lover made true, her courses stayed or started, there was a host of enchantments, incantations and charms for Eleanor to keep in mind. “Of all the creatures under Heaven,” her mother used to say, “women are, by far, the most perplexing. It stands to reason that the path to solving their troubles is just as convoluted. Travel it with care, my dear. No matter a lady’s concerns or burdens, be they heavy as a millstone or light as a feather, every word she speaks must be heard, every tear she sheds considered.”

Over the years, Eleanor kept track of the lessons she’d learned by recording them in a large leather-bound book she’d been given by her mother, a grimoire grown so thick, the binding was split. The first time she’d brought the thing out in Adelaide’s presence, her friend had cringed at the sight of it.

“It won’t bite,” Eleanor had teased, caressing the book’s cover. “Cross my heart, hope to die.”

Sheepishly, Adelaide had replied, “I’ve seen it, it’s seen me, that should be enough.”

Adelaide was young yet, twenty-one to Eleanor’s thirty-two, and she’d already suffered more than her share of sorrow. Still, the young woman’s quick wit, sense of style, head for business and keen intuition made her the ideal partner—the perfect complement to Eleanor’s unkempt braids, stained apothecary’s apron and brilliantly cluttered mind. Eleanor’s only quibble with the girl was that she hadn’t yet accepted the truth of who she was—a seer filled with untold promise, a wise-woman in the making. If only Adelaide would stop hiding behind the ratty deck of fortune-telling cards she kept in her pocket, and embrace the gifts that so clearly had been passed on to her in her blood. In all her life, Eleanor had never met anyone who could peer so thoroughly into the minds and hearts of others as Adelaide could, yet remain so oblivious to the truth in her own.

“Don’t be so hasty to dismiss true magic,” Eleanor had advised after Adelaide had recoiled from her grimoire. “Your gifts are stronger than you think.”

“Stop plying me with your hocus-pocus,” Adelaide had said. “I’m not like you, and my mother was most certainly not like yours. I’m just a girl from the wrong side of Chrystie Street, born to a slum-house mystic who lived on petty schemes and poppy juice. The only thing my mother ever gave me was reason to doubt her.”

“You shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.”

“She never spoke well of me, unless you count the night she sold me away.”

“Don’t talk like that . . .”

“Fine,” Adelaide had said. “I wouldn’t want to give you the morbs.”

“Honestly, Adelaide, you should take these things seriously.”

“Oh, but I do,” Adelaide had said, giving the grimoire a sideways look.

“I could teach you how to use it,” Eleanor had offered. “I’m sure you’d be a quick study.”

Adelaide had flatly refused. “Women come to me when they wish to hear what they already know. They come to you when they want a miracle. I’ll stick with turning cards, if it’s all the same to you. It’s easier that way.”

“Someday what’s easy might not be enough,” Eleanor had warned.

With a smile and a shrug Adelaide had replied, “When that day comes, you’ll be the first to know.”

They bickered sometimes but they were fast friends; two strong-willed women who refused to conform to society’s expectations. Just after New Year’s 1879, Eleanor had received a letter from a former medical school colleague. I thought this might be of interest to you, the last line of her note had read. Attached was an advertisement for a private nurse’s position in the city. Thinking a change might do her good, she’d shuttered her mother’s cottage and headed for the city with a bag full of tinctures and her pet raven. Adelaide Thom would prove to be the most exasperating patient she’d ever cared for, and, next to her raven, her most loyal friend.
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Resting on a bamboo perch near the head of Eleanor’s bed, the witch’s pet raven ruffled his feathers and peered into the darkness. Squinting at his mistress, the bird wondered when she might wake. He recalled a time in the not so distant past when she’d wake in the middle of each night without fail to light a candle, sit by his side and tell him her dreams. The bird remembered every last one of her visions, no matter how odd or insignificant they’d seemed. How long had it been since she’d last risen in the night? Was she ill? Had she been cursed? Or perhaps, the raven wondered, had man’s misguided ambition made the city around them shine too bright? How distracting the sparkle of their false lights was at night, their world barely fit for anything, most especially dreaming.

He’d been opposed to leaving the countryside, but it hadn’t been his choice to make. He’d promised her mother that he’d stay by Eleanor’s side, no matter what. The great sorceress was dead, so the promise was no longer negotiable. He often wondered if Eleanor, too, missed the mossy banks of the river, the sound of frog song in the evening, the sweet buzzy chorus of cicadas rising and falling in the dark.

He tried to rouse her by tapping at the gold band that rested around his leg, an ancient ring that bore the inscription, “Alle my trvst.” Tap, tap, tap, he rapped persistently. Tap, tap, tap.

Pulling her pillow over her head, Eleanor gave the bird a gentle scolding. “Perdu!” she grumbled. “Let me sleep!”

Perdu, from the French, meaning stray or lost, generally reserved for things such as dogs, husbands and hope. If the bird ever had another name, he couldn’t remember what it was.

“Wake up,” he chortled, soft and low. “Wake up, wake up, wake up . . .”

Eleanor did not obey.

Poor thing, thought the bird. How tired she must be. The world is too much with her.

The raven was not alone in his concern.

As Perdu sat and wished for the company of his mistress, two shadowy beings stood at the foot of her bed. They, however, wished for Eleanor to remain asleep.

At first blush, the strange creatures might’ve been mistaken for a pair of guardian angels. Made from equal parts memory, mischief, goodwill and longing, they belonged to an ancient order of Fay who involved themselves exclusively with the fashioning of dreams. Eleanor, who’d never seen one face to face, had been taught to refer to them collectively as the Dearlies, a name her mother had assigned to them in hopes that her daughter might take kindly to the peculiar creatures and their work.

“Is that truly what they’re called?” Eleanor had asked, when she was nose-high to her mother’s hip.

“No,” Madame St. Clair had answered, “but they must keep their true name a secret from the dreamers they assist. A person may read or write the name, but if they speak it, they’ll never dream again.”

Flitting to Eleanor’s side, one Dearly took hold of the edge of her blanket with its nimble fingers. Then stealing under her covers, it laid its head on her chest.

“What are you doing?” the second Dearly asked, following close behind.

“Hush!” the first Dearly scolded. “I’m measuring the space between her heartbeats.”

“Why for?”

“To calculate her willingness, to see when the time is right.”

“To give her the dream?” the second Dearly inquired. To this point in his life (short by Dearly standards, yet biblical by mankind’s), he’d only been allowed to tend to the dreams of dogs. He’d been terribly good at it, though, earning himself the name Twitch, on account of his ability to inspire a great deal of tail thumping, whimpering and muffled yelps in the canines under his care.

“Yes, of course, to give her the dream,” the first Dearly replied. “We’ve only got one chance to get it right.” This Dearly was called Bright, due to her vast intelligence, and because whenever demons were about, she glowed with a vibrant blue light.

Plucking a whorl of lavender from the stems tied to Eleanor’s bed, Twitch went about the business of preparing the air so the woman’s dream might take. Chewing on the flower’s buds until his breath was laced with their scent, he readied himself to send the aroma through a tiny clay pipe pointed in Eleanor’s direction.

“Move closer,” Bright instructed with an impatient wave of her hand. “She hasn’t got the nose of a Chien de Saint-Hubert.” Always aware that a person’s surroundings are what prepare the mind for dreaming, Bright used every trick she held in her practical, sturdy rucksack of a brain to assist her in her work—from casting bits of spider’s silk on Eleanor’s eyelashes to clipping the wings off a fly that buzzed too near. Just as a master mason takes great pains in constructing a wondrous cathedral, so too did Bright take the utmost care in crafting Eleanor St. Clair’s dream. She checked the loft of Eleanor’s pillow and cooled its surface by fanning it with her wings, determined that this night, above all others, her charge’s sleep would be held together with flying buttresses of stone, rather than wattle and daub.

“How will we know if it’s worked?” Twitch interrupted, now sitting cross-legged atop a bedpost, puffing away on his pipe.

“We won’t,” Bright answered, shaking her head, “not until we do.”

“In a second, in a minute, in an hour, in the morning?”

“Not until we do.”

“All will be well,” Twitch announced, in an effort to bolster his wavering confidence. “This will be good, my friend, you’ll see.”

“You shouldn’t say such things,” Bright said with a sigh. “And don’t count yourself my friend just yet. A wise Dearly never speaks of success.”

Rolling his eyes, Twitch teeter-tottered his head. “What’s the harm, I say. It’s never hurt me yet.”

“There are other forces at work besides ours,” Bright warned. “Don’t forget that.”

Like Perdu, Bright had been with Eleanor since the day she was born, and she, too, was worried that something had come between the wise-woman and her dreams. What else could explain Eleanor being stuck in her sleep, night after night? Bright figured the trouble might have been caused by the grief that still lingered in Eleanor’s heart over a love affair that’d gone wrong, not to mention the overall harried nature of her life. Recently she’d started talking in her sleep, sighing over holding too many secrets and mumbling complaints against the landlord. Whatever the cause of Eleanor’s distress, Bright was determined to carry on as best she could. If only she could speak to Eleanor directly, she’d tell her that she was truly sorry for her troubles. Grief, regret and demons were among the most difficult problems to banish, as they had a terrible tendency to hover between a dreamer and her Dearlies. Madame St. Clair had always blamed such troubles on the Devil, claiming, “Satan never sleeps. He stays awake so he can order his demons to mix more straw into the wheat.” Bright didn’t know much about the Devil, and believed him to be more invented than real, but she understood quite a lot about demons. They were evil, occasionally smart and always happy to interfere with people’s dreams.

“Will she remember the dream when she wakes?” Twitch asked.

“If we’ve done it right,” Bright replied.

“Do you think she’ll tell the bird?”

“Perhaps.”

“Is that good?”

“Yes.”

“Will it do what needs to be done?”

“Dreams aren’t bound by wants or needs. Dreams do as they please.”

The vision Bright tucked inside Eleanor’s mind was simple, elegant and brief. Meaning to transport the woman far from her cares, Bright conjured a hill in the dark of night, surrounded by an ancient landscape that Eleanor had never seen, yet knew in her blood. At the top of the hill a great bonfire burned, built from an enormous scaffold of twisted sticks and branches. Its flames climbed high into the night sky, hissing and crackling, and sending up sparks. Overhead the moon looked helplessly on as moths dove and spun and sizzled to their deaths.

Perdu was there, too, perched in a craggy yew tree, just steps from the fire. Spreading his wings and opening his beak, he let out a surly caw. The glow of the fire shone in his eyes, and smoke curled from his tongue.

Before long, a young woman entered the dream, approaching from the shadows. Circling the fire, she sang a tune under her breath, much like a child who wished to banish her fears.


May you rise with the sun, ready to make hay.

May the rains come at night to wash your cares away.

May you sleep with the angels sittin’ on your bed.

May you be an hour in Heaven a’fore the Devil knows you’re dead.



Bending low, she crouched in front of the fire, her pale skin and copper-coloured hair illuminated by its flickering light. With a curious sense of calm she reached out her hand and plucked an ember from the centre of the flames. Cradling it in her palm, she turned and held it out to Eleanor.

“You must help her,” Bright whispered in Eleanor’s ear, mimicking her mother’s voice. “Two is good, but three is better. She is the first of many.”

Before Eleanor could act, the girl was consumed in a tumult of flames. When the fire threatened to devour Eleanor as well, Perdu flew from the tree and covered her eyes with his wings. With that, the vision was gone.

“Is it done?” Twitch asked, hovering over Bright’s shoulder.

“Yes,” Bright answered, “it’s done.”

Twitch snuck behind Perdu, steadied himself on the raven’s tail and yanked hard on one of the raven’s feathers. “Ready or not, it’s begun!”

Flapping and spitting, Perdu let out a loud squawk.

Eleanor woke with a start. In her confusion she thought she smelled smoke, but soon realized a gust of wind had whistled down the chimney pipe, kicking up a sudden whirl of cold ashes in the room’s iron stove. Sitting up, she struck a match, lit a candle and tried to hold on to what was left of her dream. To her dismay, all that remained was the sensation of feathers brushing against her cheek, a fleeting glimpse of the girl’s face, and the overwhelming sense that no matter how hard she tried, she’d always be too late to save her.

“Douce?” Perdu said with a gentle coo. Douce, his name for her, from the French meaning soft, gentle and sweet (generally reserved for things such as melodies, candies, animals, cakes and sometimes little girls).

Eleanor beckoned to the bird and said, “Come here, old friend.”

Perdu cooed again, and hopped to her side.

Tenderly stroking the tiny feathers that graced the top of the raven’s head, she asked the bird a question she’d often asked her mother in her youth. “How old is Perdu?”

“Older than you,” the bird replied with a throaty chuckle.

Her mother had sworn a thousand times over that it was Perdu who’d taught Eleanor to speak. “He’s older and wiser than you and me and all our mothers.” Eleanor had never imagined her mother’s words could be true, even though she’d always wished them to be.

“Was that you?” she asked her pet. “In my dream?”

Perdu gave a solemn nod.

“Did you see the girl clearly?”

He nodded again.

“Don’t forget her,” Eleanor said. “Remember the girl.”

Cocking his head, Perdu repeated her instruction. “Remember the girl.”

As Eleanor returned Perdu to his perch, the Dearlies looked on from behind a coal scuttle, waiting for their chance to leave.

“You should apologize to Perdu,” Bright said, wagging her finger at Twitch. “Tell him you meant no foul.”

Twitch gave her a confused scowl. “Why should I?” he asked. “He’s just a harmless bird.”

“He’s not harmless,” Bright warned, her cheeks turning blue. “And he’s no bird.”
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The Girl Who Knows.

ADELAIDE THOM BEGAN the day by readying herself to read the minds of others. Dressed in an elegant day suit of blue watered-silk (bustle high, waist cinched, lace cuffs buttoned around her wrists), she seated herself at a small dressing table near the window in her room. She recited no incantations, cast no summoning spell. The only rituals the young seer performed were pinching colour into her cheeks, tugging a comb through her hair, patting rouge onto her lips.

Gone were the trappings of her days as a sideshow sweetheart on the Bowery—the wild, unruly Circassian curls, the fine embroidered robes from “the Orient,” her image and the moniker ZULA MOTH printed on countless posters and cartes-de-visite. Easy come, easy go, she thought as she stared at a faded photograph pinned above her looking glass. I’ll never see that girl again.

Her work at the Palace of Illusions had been a clever deception, invented by the theatre’s owner, Mr. Thaddeus Dink. Each night before Adelaide would come out on stage, the impresario had rapped his cane on the boards and exclaimed, “From the depths of a squalid slave market in the dark heart of Constantinople comes a girl so alluring, so mysterious, you’ll wonder if she’s real. I implore you, dear friends, to pinch yourselves—you’re not dreaming. Once she’s in your presence, who knows what might occur!”

Adelaide’s enormous halo of curls had been achieved by washing her hair with stale beer. The costumes she’d worn had been fashioned by a seamstress who’d dressed wax figures at the dime museum next door—General Washington crossing the Delaware, President Lincoln at his moment of death, Bloody Mary seated on her throne, Joan of Arc tied to the stake. Even Adelaide’s stage name was only half hers— and that half had questionable origins as well, supposedly whispered to her father by a mythical pear tree that’d once stood at the corner of Thirteenth and Third. Call the child Moth, the twisted tree had said to him, its branches bending low, leaves brushing against his ear. The tree was long gone, as was her father, so she couldn’t query either of them. Had she ever believed the tale to be real? Yes, when she was little (and sometimes still, whenever a rare south wind rustled through the leaves of the locust trees in Madison Square Park). Whether the tale was true or not didn’t matter much anymore. Adelaide was simply glad to have one pleasant childhood memory to call her own.

By the age of thirteen she’d been sold three times over— first, by her mother as a lady’s maid, then by a brothel madam as a child whore, then by Mr. Dink as a Circassian Beauty— all in the space of a year.

She’d fought hard to make her way from the run-down tenement where she’d been born to the rooms of a well-appointed suite on Gramercy Park, but her struggles hadn’t ended there. On New Year’s Day 1879, her life had taken a devastating and tragic turn, leading her to move house and change her name again. She’d chosen Adelaide, because she’d thought it to be a more respectable form of “Ada” (the name her mother had wanted to give her at birth), and Thom, because she’d wanted a name that would remind her of who she’d been without giving herself away.

Surveying her reflection in the mirror she said her name aloud as if it were an invocation to a prayer. “Adelaide Thom,” she whispered, savouring the sound of it as it tumbled off her tongue.
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Adelaide next rehearsed her smile. Eye soft, lips together. Yes, that looks best. Something that’d once come so naturally now required effort. Putting her hand to her face, she traced the taut, wormy borders of her misfortune, a sinewy web of scars that ran from nose to ear, brow to chin, down the left side of her face. Where her left eye had been was a hollowed wink, a gruesome puckered dimple. With the tip of her finger she gave her cheek a gentle nudge in an attempt to return it to its proper shape. This was to remind herself of how she wished to appear—less crooked, more sincere.

“Half past eight and all is well!” Eleanor’s voice echoed up the stairs. This was her not-so-subtle way of letting Adelaide know she was about to open the shop. On this particular morning, however, the cheerful greeting was swiftly followed by the din of shattering crockery.

“Merde!” she heard Eleanor exclaim, followed by the sound of a stomping foot.

“Everything all right?” Adelaide called.

“No worries,” Eleanor replied. “I’m fine. All’s well.”

With that, Perdu let out a shrill whistle. “Top off the pot!” he cried. “Top off the pot!”

“Quiet, you insufferable heap of feathers!” Eleanor scolded. “This is your fault, for not letting me sleep.”

The bird gave a penitent coo.

Adelaide stayed put listening as Eleanor took up her broom and swept the remains of a broken teapot into a metal dustpan. With each rattle and scrape, the left side of Adelaide’s mouth quivered, eventually finding its way into an uncontrollable frown. Would the day ever come when she’d no longer be unnerved by the sound of something shattering? Even when a clumsy child dropped her penny-lick on the pavers, or a young rough tossed an empty bottle to the gutter, she could not curb her reaction. Worst of all were the times when the sound occurred only in her mind. Holding her breath, she waited for the memories that came along with the sound to pass, knowing they wouldn’t leave until she’d relived them.
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She’d been standing on the sidewalk in front of her house on Gramercy Park, waiting for a hansom cab. Normally, she would’ve waited inside until the driver called at the door, but she’d been invited to a New Year’s soiree at Delmonico’s and she didn’t want to be late. Pulling her wrap around her shoulders, she’d bowed her head against the brisk wind. She hadn’t noticed the young woman in the hooded cloak coming at her, clutching a bottle.

“Fucking witch!” the woman had cried, throwing vitriol in Adelaide’s face.

In the next instant Adelaide felt the acid burning her flesh, she heard the bottle breaking. The last thing she remembered was the woman’s figure slipping out of sight.

If she believed in God, then she might’ve also believed that what happened was punishment for her sins. How many transgressions had she committed in her short life? God only knew. Lusting, thieving, lying—she’d done more than a bit of each. Or maybe what she’d been punished for was living an unconventional life. She was a New York woman through and through, rather than a lady. She did as she pleased, went where she wanted. She laughed immoderately, adored the music of Offenbach and shunned the Women’s Christian Temperance Union. She rode by herself on streetcars and elevated trains. She went to the theatre, the opera house, the concert hall—alone. She took strolls through the fashionable (and unfashionable) parts of town, unattended. She’d had her share of rivals, but she’d done her best to ignore them—sideshow performers who’d resented the fact that she’d been “made” a freak (and a beautiful one at that) rather than born one, soothsayers and skeptics who’d tried (and failed) to uncover the secrets of her trade, jealous wives who’d resented her failure to share their addiction to domesticity.

Thank heavens her attacker had been caught and promptly shuttled off to Blackwell’s Island. The cruel madwoman turned out to be someone she knew, but barely—a magician’s assistant who’d briefly been part of the sideshow and then was cut loose. Adelaide couldn’t say what she’d done to incur the girl’s wrath. She couldn’t remember ever getting in her way.

If not for the kind soul who’d promptly come to her aid— washing her face with snow, helping her to her feet, getting her swiftly and safely to Bellevue and into a surgeon’s hands— who knows what might’ve been her fate? She’d been told that as she lay on the table of the operating theatre, a wondrous, inexplicable thing had occurred. After the morphia, ether and iodine, after the skillful plucking of her eye and the careful stitching of what little eyelid remained, after the tidying of the remaining flesh of her cheek, she’d died on the table. Evidently the shock of it all had done her in, and the surgeon, finding no pulse, had instructed his assistant to note the time. No sooner had the young man reached into his pocket to retrieve his watch than Adelaide had gasped and jerked back to life, causing the doctors assembled around her to startle and scratch their heads. She’d laughed when she’d first learned of it, relished the thought of their puzzled faces. How perfect that she should give her greatest performance on such a stage, with her blood weeping into the sawdust strewn about the floor.

Flowers and well wishes arrived in the days after the incident, first at the hospital and then at Adelaide’s home as she lay sequestered in her bed. Her dearest, oldest friend, Dr. Sadie Fonda-Hetherington, came all the way from Ocean Grove to see to her every need. But as soon as Adelaide had been able to dress herself and make a cup of tea, she’d turned to her friend and said, “It’s time for you to leave.”

“Come stay with me,” Sadie had urged. “James and I will take good care of you. There’s plenty of room to spare.”

“Heavens no,” Adelaide had replied. “I’ll frighten your children out of their wits.”

“Are you sure?” Sadie had asked, shaking her head. “I’ve no doubt you can look after yourself, but won’t you be lonely?”

“Pity doesn’t sit well with me. It causes too much commotion. It makes me a nervous wreck. There’s only so much mending I can do in the company of friends.”

Within a week of Sadie’s departure, a knock came at the door, and Adelaide had answered it to discover a woman standing on her stoop with a leather gripsack full of tinctures in one hand, and a birdcage with a sulking raven in the other.

“I’m Eleanor St. Clair. I’m here in response to the ad in the Evening Star,” she had announced.

“What ad?” Adelaide had asked.

“This one,” Eleanor had replied, handing over a feathery bit of newsprint.


PRIVATE NURSE DESIRED.

Knowledge of wound care,
nervous ailments and the
pharmacopoeia required.
Reply to: PO Box 314 Ocean Grove, New Jersey
Room and board provided.



“I didn’t place this,” Adelaide had said, returning the paper to its owner.

“No,” Eleanor had replied, brushing past Adelaide and into the house’s foyer, “but the woman who did said you’d say precisely that. She also said that I should tell you, ‘There’s no sense arguing, the deed is done.’”
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It’d never occurred to Adelaide to flee the city after the destruction of her beauty. Even if she had, New York would’ve refused to let her go. She felt now, more than ever, that the city wasn’t done with her, or she with it. If there ever was a place where one could start again, it was Manhattan. Move a block, and your enemies become your friends. Move ten blocks and you might never see anyone you knew again. She’d gained a new costume, as it were, complete with a mask that could never be removed, and she’d soon learned there were advantages to that sort of thing as well as to calling herself a witch. In their gawking and their pity, people made themselves quite vulnerable. She saw more clearly now with one eye than she ever had with two—people’s desires, fears, hopes, dreams and sins were laid bare before her, plain as day. With that in mind she’d come up with the notion of opening the teashop. Eleanor had resisted the plan at first, but after some persuading she’d finally agreed to it. “You’ll be the Tea,” Adelaide had said, “I’ll be the Sympathy.” They’d started their venture the previous autumn selling tea, potions, advice and fortunes to the women who shopped on Ladies’ Mile.

She could hear Eleanor still shuffling about downstairs, muttering under her breath. Adelaide couldn’t tell if it was in response to Perdu, or just a symptom of being overworked. More and more she’d noticed that Eleanor was exhausted at the end of the day—that her shoulders slumped and her eyes looked tired. Seeing her that way had made her wonder what she would have done without Eleanor. She owed so much to the woman and their friendship. That’s why she’d decided to take a page from Dr. Sadie and placed an ad of her own for a shop assistant in Harper’s Weekly, the Evening Star and the New York Times. As Eleanor went about her morning ritual of sprinkling salt and tea leaves across the threshold to keep the ghosts at bay, Adelaide hoped that what she’d done might serve as a bit of magic to help lighten Eleanor’s load.

Placing her hat on her head, she tilted the brim slightly forward and to the left. Less crooked, more sincere. Gingerly draping the hat’s scalloped veil in front of her face, she took a deep breath and set her mind on the task ahead. The prospective shop girls would be arriving just after noon. How many? God only knew. Surely one of them would suit. She’d know the right one when she saw her, she was sure of that. Someone with spark. Someone they could trust. Someone to help Eleanor in her work, without being a pest.

Just as she was about to make her way downstairs, the familiar scent of cherry liqueur filled the room. Pungent and sweet, it was a scent that Adelaide had always associated with her mother. This sort of thing had happened from time to time since the attack (coming out of the blue, like the mysterious sounds she heard in her head), but it’d never been this strong or seemed so close, and it’d never occurred in the shop. Perhaps Eleanor’s magic couldn’t keep the ghosts away after all.

“Is that you, Mama?” Adelaide asked, not really expecting an answer. “If it’s you, give me a sign.”

As quickly as the scent had come, it vanished.

Go on with you then, Adelaide thought. You won’t like what I have to say. In death, as in life, Adelaide’s mother was largely absent. Whenever Adelaide had tried to address her spirit— out of grief, out of anger, out of curiosity, out of desperation—she’d never gotten so much as a boo from the other side. All she wanted from her was the answer to one question: Did you ever regret selling me away? Once, in her frustration she’d asked Eleanor if she’d be willing to help her contact her mother’s ghost, but Eleanor had firmly replied, “I can’t help you with that.”

“You can’t, or you won’t?”

“Those who can properly converse with the dead are rare. Anyone who dares to dabble in such matters without proper knowledge is dreadfully misguided. The laws that govern the dead are not the same as ours.”

“Have you tried? I’m sure you could do it.”

“That’s not how it works.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do.”

After that, Adelaide had chosen to pursue the matter on her own. She’d read many articles, attended countless lectures, even sought out mediums she’d read of in the paper in hopes that she might find at least one of them to be real. She hadn’t been home last night to wind the clock because she’d gone to Washington Square to visit Mrs. Seymour, a woman who reportedly acted as a conduit for spirit. But when she’d gotten there, the woman’s husband had said she was gone. “Good riddance, too!” he’d roared. “I was about to ship her off to the lunatic asylum on Blackwell’s Island.” Disappointed, Adelaide had put off going home, choosing instead to wander the city in pursuit of other, more pleasurable, spirits.

“Will you be coming down anytime soon?” Eleanor called up the stairs. “Your tea is getting cold.”

“Be right there,” Adelaide replied.

Opening the top drawer of her dressing table, Adelaide brought out a delicate, heart-shaped bottle. Where it once had contained a generous dose of fine French brandy, it now held the glistening, floating orb of her left eye. Putting her lips to the glass, she kissed it and made a wish, “May the right girl appear, today.”

“Careful what you wish for,” her mother’s ghost chirped from behind the eye in its watery little chamber, silent to Adelaide’s ears.

 


SEPTEMBER 17, 1880 The Daily Messenger

THE GREAT OBELISK

The Egyptian monument commonly known as “Cleopatra’s Needle” is due to make landfall in Manhattan today. In anticipation of the next leg of the three-thousand-year-old obelisk’s journey, it was moved yesterday evening up the Hudson to a dockyard at Ninety-Sixth Street via a pair of sturdy pontoons. Although the Needle, a seven-storey, two-hundred-ton piece of granite, arrived from Alexandria aboard the SS Dessoug in late July, the obelisk was left in the ship’s hold at the dock at Staten Island until such time as the tide might conspire to carry it ashore.

CLEOPATRA’S GUARD

Even while the obelisk was settled in the ship’s hold, eager curiosity seekers came in great numbers to see it. Unable to delay their enthusiasm, the visitors balanced upon a series of planks supported on dinghies in order to board the vessel. Upon reaching their destination, the visitors were greeted by a solemn-faced, smartly dressed watchman holding a lighted candle who led them into the dark region of the ship where the obelisk lay. “What a strange fellow!” one visitor remarked. “He never spoke a word the entire time I was aboard the ship.” Rumour has it the watchman was first spotted standing among the ruins when archeologists unearthed the Needle’s pedestal and insisted on accompanying the obelisk all the way to New York. Some say he’s not a man at all but rather a mystical jinni sent to guard the monument who will vanish when it no longer requires his protection.

A TRUE SURVIVOR

The obelisk has survived many hardships and journeys through the ages—the storming of Heliopolis, an arduous trip down the Nile, an earthquake at Alexandria, and last but not least, a perilous voyage across the Atlantic. Still, there are naysayers who question whether Cleopatra’s Needle will ever reach its final resting place in Central Park. If and when it does, will anyone pay it any mind “way up there” on Greywacke Knoll, among the shantytowns and the sparse constellation of mansions that surround the park? Commodore Henry Honeychurch Gorringe, the man in charge of moving the Needle, says they will. So, too, do the multitudes of Freemasons that populate this country, including Mr. William Vanderbilt, who paid a pretty sum to fund the Needle’s trip. No doubt these men are especially enamoured with the object, as they believe certain markings found upon it hold great symbolic ties to their order.

THE OBELISK SPEAKS

What significance, if any, does the obelisk hold for the rest of us? What secrets are hidden in the many hieroglyphs carved into the Needle’s faces? An expert in translations has confided to the Daily Messenger that he believes the glyphs foretell the future of America. Whatever meaning the ancient markings hold, the obelisk has certainly got New Yorkers under its spell.



 

Beatrice Dunn Takes Flight.

“ONE TICKET FOR the nine-thirty train to New York, please.”

“Sorry, miss, the last passenger train left at half past seven.”

“The last train for the day? How can that be? Don’t they usually run every two hours?”

“They do, but not today. There’s an interruption on the tracks.”

“What sort of interruption?”

“Don’t know.”

“Are you sure there won’t be any more trains?”

“Well, miss, all I’ve heard from the head office is that our passenger service is disrupted until further notice. For all I know that could mean today, tomorrow or next week. You can wait here if you like, but I can’t make any promises.”

Picking up her bag, Beatrice turned from the station agent and looked for a bench where she could sit to sort her thoughts. For weeks she’d had the day mapped out, down to the minute. Was this roadblock a sign that she should turn back? Reaching inside her pocket, she felt for the witch’s ladder she’d fashioned from her hair, feathers, string and wishes. Shaking her head over the faith she’d put in the crude little charm, she wadded it up and tucked it deep inside her bag. Serves me right for believing I could perform even the simplest bit of magic, she thought. Still, until now, everything had gone right.

8:00–8:40 Breakfast with Aunt Lydia. Oatmeal with stewed apples, tea with honey and milk. Lydia had insisted on it. “Such hearty fare will keep you sated and help to deter motion sickness on the train.” Their conversation had been cordial and kind—not too anxious on Beatrice’s part, not too sentimental on Lydia’s.

“Will you be coming
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