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For the best dad in the whole world,

Robert Arthur Dyck,

who told me my first stories






PROLOGUE

T. R. Madden, United States

Treasury Department, Custom House

I will never forget the first time I saw Mrs. Catherine “Kitty” Warren, sitting demurely in the empty grand saloon of the SS Great Northern. Of course, I knew of Mrs. Warren’s suspected criminal activity prior to 1902, in my capacity as a special agent of the Treasury Department; she was already quite notorious by then.

I had boarded the steamer at quarantine to take the declarations of passengers en route to the steamship pier. This was merely a courtesy, to speed the work of the deputy collector so that weary passengers were not overly delayed; I had no mandate to investigate smuggling or enforce fines. While the vessel was being tied up, I was informed that all the passengers, save one, had left the saloon in preparation for disembarkation.

The saloon seemed deserted except for a morose deckhand sweeping the tiled floor. Despite bright sunshine pouring through the domed skylights, I nearly missed the woman in a wingback chair. She had perfectly erect posture, her hands folded neatly in her lap—like a deer standing stock still in the woods, she disappeared into the sumptuous surroundings.

I approached. “Pardon me,” I said. “I am Special Agent Madden, of the United States Treasury Department. May I ask if you have made your declaration?”

With a serene smile, she said, “I am unfamiliar with the preliminaries, sir, and I find myself quite at a loss.”

She was approximately thirty-five years of age, conservatively dressed in a gown of gray satin and lace, her hair impeccably coiffed. Her features were too strong to be considered pretty, but her mien was pleasant. Her most striking attribute was, without doubt, her eyes: bright, clear, and sea green; I was impressed by the frankness and intelligence of her gaze. Her aspect conveyed a genial approval, as though she saw me as I most wished to be seen.

I noticed the brooch pinned to the shawl in her lap. It was shaped like a butterfly, with a body of black pearls and wings of concentric precious stones; rubies in the center, ringed by sapphires, emeralds, and an outermost layer of brilliant diamonds. “That is a spectacular piece,” I said.

Her cheeks dimpled. “It’s only glass, but pretty, isn’t it?”

“I have never seen glass that looked so much like real stones,” I said.

Mrs. Warren laughed and touched the back of my hand with gloved fingertips. “The French are so clever,” she said.

“May I ask your name?”

“Mrs. Catherine Warren.”

I was electrified. She was near legendary at Custom House for her jewel smuggling—and her ability to avoid our detection. “Are you expecting someone?” I asked, certain that she was waiting for an accomplice to help her sneak goods onshore.

“Oh, no,” she said. “I am quite alone.” She smoothed her skirt. “You seem very kind. Perhaps you could help me?”

So as not to raise her guard, I went along with the pretense that she was unfamiliar with import rules. I described the tariffs in simple terms and conducted her to the deputy collector for her official declaration. I confess that I relished witnessing the end of her putative criminal career. I may even have been thinking about the credit I would bring to our department for nabbing her.

The collector looked seasoned and gruff, with his heavy brow and full white beard, and I was sure he would make a thorough inspection.

Mrs. Warren smiled with what, for all the world, appeared to be delight at the prospect of making her declaration. “I have received such expert counsel from this gracious gentleman,” she said, placing her hand on my forearm. She spoke softly, forcing the collector to lean close.

“I understand that you wish to know about my new jewelry,” she said. “But I am no aficionado. I have a few cheap pieces, my tiny vanities, worth nothing at all, really.”

“Where is your luggage?” the collector asked.

“The porter has already taken my trunks for me.”

“What did you buy during your stay in France?”

Mrs. Warren looked to me, as though I knew. “So little that it is hardly worth mentioning.” She shrugged her shoulders expressively, like a European. “Some linens for my own use. Old secondhand pearls that have not even been strung.” Her laugh was charming, conveying both amiability and modesty. “I have listened carefully to Special Agent Madden here, who has advised me on the import rules, and I’m sure I have nothing of value to declare.”

I fully expected the collector to scoff at her description of pearls as “secondhand.” Yet to my astonishment, he thanked her and waved her on without further questions or comment. After waltzing through customs without paying a penny, Mrs. Warren raised a hand in adieu. Dumbstruck, I did not return the gesture.

“Why didn’t you order a search of her trunks?” I demanded of the collector.

“A woman like that is harmless,” he said dismissively.

“But that was Mrs. Kitty Warren, a known jewel smuggler!” I was almost sputtering.

“Not known to me,” he said, looking for other stragglers. Seeing none, he began to pack his bag.

“The one person you should have detained is her!”

The collector’s smile was condescending. “You are young,” he said. “It’s good to have enthusiasm for your work. But you will learn in time to pick out true suspects. The lady was no crook.”



After that first encounter, I took personal interest in this woman who had so long evaded us. We put Mrs. Warren under surveillance in Paris after discovering that she engaged the services of a jeweler on Rue de la Paix. Major Peterson, chief of the Paris office, made an arrangement with one of the shop’s employees. Whenever Mrs. Warren commissioned the jeweler to set precious stones or acquire rare jewels, the clerk would place her items in the display window, using a coded layout. Then one of our men would photograph the items and send images and descriptions back to New York.

In this manner, we developed a catalog of Mrs. Warren’s foreign jewelry acquisitions, which were many, all valued at princely sums. Customs inspectors studied the photographs in hope of recognizing the pieces when they were smuggled into America. There were sapphire rings and black pearl ropes, emerald necklaces and diamond bracelets, all of the highest quality. Unfortunately, detailed accounting was not enough—even when we were tipped off about her movements, she eluded us. She would not arrive on the steamer she had booked, or when her baggage was searched, nothing would be discovered. Then, months or years later, a wealthy socialite at the opera would be spotted wearing one of the extravagances we had documented in what we called “Dragon Kitty’s Treasure Catalog.”

In 1905, just before Mrs. Warren’s financial schemes were exposed to the world, I was perusing an Evening Telegram and saw a photograph of her emerging from the Fifth Avenue Hotel in New York City. I marked the plainness of her features with some surprise; in my memory, she was a handsome woman. She wore an evening gown and fur stole, but what caught my attention was the elaborate diamond necklace encircling her throat. At its center: a heart-shaped stone of some twenty carats. Just the month before, I had seen that necklace in Dragon Kitty’s Treasure Catalog.

The photograph had been taken the previous night. It was already past suppertime, but I hastened to the hotel. I had even more motivation than before, having endured my colleagues’ ribbing about letting Mrs. Warren slip through my fingers.

The hotel clerk confirmed that Mrs. Warren was indeed still in residence and gave me her room number. I rapped smartly on the door, and a neat young woman in a black dress answered. She looked at me warily as I proffered my official card.

“What is it you want?” the maid asked, none too politely.

Her coldness heightened my suspicions. Serendipity had brought me near my quarry, and I could not miss my chance. Unobtrusively, I moved my foot into the doorframe, preventing the door from shutting on me. “Please convey my card to your mistress,” I said. “I am here on the business of the United States Treasury Department.”

The girl narrowed her eyes but moved aside to let me enter the foyer of the luxurious suite. She disappeared for a full five minutes before the woman herself appeared, clad in an exquisite silk kimono, holding my card. “To what do I owe the pleasure, good sir?” She gazed at me levelly; the angles and planes of her face were exotic in the lamplight, the air tinged with jasmine perfume.

Unaccountably, I felt awkward and jittery, like a boy in a spelling match. In an exaggerated, languorous motion, she brushed curls back from her milky cheek. It was clear that she had no recollection of our prior meeting.

“I am with the Treasury Department, madam,” I said.

“This much I already knew.” She handed my card back nonchalantly.

I pulled the Evening Telegram from my overcoat pocket; I had folded the paper so that the incriminating photograph faced outward. “I saw you in the society pages.”

“An admirer from the Treasury Department?” Mrs. Warren’s smile was conspiratorial.

“This necklace.” I tapped the page for emphasis. “We have reason to believe that you purchased it in Paris.”

“Oh, that thing.” She laughed. “Flashy, I suppose. I borrowed it from a jeweler. It is good advertising for them when my photo appears in the newspaper.”

“We have evidence that you bought it from a shop on Rue de la Paix.”

Her shrug was elegant. I could not help but notice that her silk robe slipped minutely lower down her shoulder.

“I could search your rooms right now, madam, and if I found the necklace, you would be subject to heavy fines.”

Mrs. Warren tilted her head. “You have a warrant?”

If I’d had any doubt that she was expertly versed in the requirements of the law, it was erased. From her playful smile, it was apparent that she did not fear me. I fumed at the toothlessness of my office—I had no right to enter her rooms, and the police in New York did not take customs matters seriously. Our department relied on the honesty of good citizens, while dishonest lawbreakers made sport of defrauding the United States government.

“I will obtain a warrant,” I said. “If I must spend the night in the corridor outside your door to be sure that you do not flee before I have obtained it, I will.”

Mrs. Warren looked amused. She touched my arm gently. “Never fear, Mr. Madden,” she said. She had registered the name on my card. “There is no need to guard my door; I won’t scurry off into the night.”

She treated me like a child who had said something absurd; I was shamed for my zealousness. I knew that someone of her notoriety would not go into hiding over a dispute about a necklace. Nevertheless, I resolved to obtain a warrant as soon as the judge was in his chambers. Either Mrs. Warren would produce the necklace, or I would find it in her suite. I had her cornered—she would not escape.



The hotel clerk let me use an unoccupied guest room that night, as I planned to go to the courthouse just after sunrise; it made little sense to travel home, to the upper part of Manhattan, so late in the evening.

I slept fitfully, fully dressed, awaiting my wake-up call at any moment. It was still dark when the bellboy knocked on my door. I jumped to my feet and splashed water on my face, tidying myself as much as I could without comb or razor.

I expected the lobby to be deserted at that hour, when dawn barely brightened the windows, and was taken aback to see none other than Mrs. Kitty Warren, perched on a settee.

“My dear Mr. Madden,” she said, clasping my fingers between her gloved hands. “It is a lovely morning.” She was different from the night before, with rosy cheeks, a brisk manner, and a scent like clean laundry. “I hoped we could take breakfast together.” She cocked an eyebrow at the surprise on my face. “You do recall our rendezvous?”

“Of course, madam,” I said, recovering myself. “But what of the diamond necklace?”

“Oh, I sent a boy to pick it up at the jeweler’s. The owner will open the shop early as a favor. Come, I have already ordered; I trust that eggs Benedict will please you? I took the liberty of requesting a side of caviar.”

Mrs. Warren removed her gloves and folded them neatly, tucking them into her bag. “You see, Mr. Madden, the European fashions are always ahead of ours, and my friend, Michael Younge—you may know his jewelry shop on Union Square West—he asks me to bring him new designs.”

She paused, and when I looked up from stirring my coffee, I glimpsed an expression of intense observation, like a raptor surveying its prey. The moment passed, and with a smile, she continued, “I don’t buy gems in Europe, you see. I gather all of the stones here in New York or, if Mr. Younge advises, Cleveland or Pittsburgh—it is important to match them carefully. I only bring them to Paris for settings. That’s all right, isn’t it? I do hope I haven’t done anything wrong.”

“According to the revised statutes,” I interrupted, “all merchandise taken from the United States and conveyed to foreign countries to be reconstructed is dutiable upon return at the regular rate of sixty percent.” Whether or not Mrs. Warren knew of this regulation—and she almost certainly did—she would be liable for import duties.

Mrs. Warren smiled at me, then leaned forward, speaking in confidence, though the dining room was deserted at that hour. “All I got from the French jewelers was advice, and surely we are not required to pay money for a few friendly words of guidance, maybe a drawing or two.”

A tow-headed boy rushed in, carrying a blue velvet box. He came straight to the table and plunked it down in front of Mrs. Warren, his expression like a retriever dog, worshipping its master.

“Ah, Henry,” Mrs. Warren said. “Thank you so much for bringing this little bauble.” Oddly, she introduced me to the boy, saying, “This is Mr. Madden, a diligent and honorable employee of the government of our great country. Mr. Madden, this is Henry.”

The boy ducked his head, then drew himself up, puffing out his small chest. I was at first offended by this eccentric elevation of an errand boy, but when I saw what pride Henry took in the introduction, I grew magnanimous. “Nice to meet you,” I said, and offered my hand. He shook it with a soft, shy grip, then darted away again.

Mrs. Warren opened the box. There was a letter written on thick, cream-colored paper inside, which she handed to me. It was from Younge and Co., signed by Mr. Michael Younge himself. The letter attested that the necklace had been assembled in the United States from gems purchased within our national borders.

“It is really lovely,” Mrs. Warren said, tilting the box up so that the light through the windows sparkled on the diamonds’ many facets. She snapped the box shut and handed it to me. “If you like, you may return this to Mr. Younge yourself.”

I had no riposte. It all appeared to be perfectly legal, though I knew it was not. “I must beg your leave,” I said. I had failed in my duty and was unable to stomach taking breakfast.

Mrs. Warren stood, smiling. “I’m sorry you can’t stay. It was such a pleasure, Mr. Madden,” she said. “I admire the work that you do.”

God help me, I smiled in return. “The pleasure was mine, madam,” I said, like a fool. A part of me actually meant it. When I looked into her luminous eyes, I almost believed her to be innocent. I wanted her to be innocent. I could scarcely have guessed then that smuggling was the least of her crimes.
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CHAPTER 1

Scratching her shin with a calloused heel, Fanny pushed the tip of her pencil across the slate with concentration. A bulbous upper case B was followed by six cramped letters, spidery and backward-slanting, barely legible in the feeble light of the shack’s only window. She leaned down to peer at a scrap of paper by her elbow, then methodically wrote the same name again, immediately below the first; the pencil made the faintest squeak. With the slate in one hand and the paper in the other, she held them nearer the window, appraising her work. She still hadn’t managed to make a perfect replica of the signature.

Ignoring the rain that hammered against cracked panes and leaked across the rough pinewood sill, Fanny set the tablet down and wrote the letters again, then again. When her pencil bumped against the bottom of the frame on the downstroke, she wiped away the dusty script with a rag and started over at the top.

Cold seeped into Fanny’s bones; stillness stiffened her limbs. The gray light hadn’t noticeably dimmed, but she could feel dusk gathering in the woods, like wolves converging. Soon, Father and the boys would be back from partridge hunting, expecting their supper. She stood and glanced outside, through the warped glass. A thick, gnarled branch of the apple tree took up most of the view; withered brown leaves, battered by rain, still clung to its underside. She had told her father that the tree needed to be cut back to keep the rats off the roof and out of the loft, but he never listened.

Fanny hid her slate and the scrap of paper in the dusty, cobwebbed gap behind the storage chest. She knelt by the hearth, tucking a wayward strand of tangled hair back under her kerchief. Beside the woodpile was a whiskey barrel filled with kindling; she grabbed a handful, and as she blew on the embers, she dropped in dried grasses and twigs, little nibbles to coax the fire back to life. Before she left home, Fanny’s sister had given advice about housekeeping. It was important, Betsy said, to have the water boiling before Father got home with partridges. She had looked earnestly into Fanny’s eyes as she made her point, making sure that she understood.

Fanny fed sticks to the licking flames, and when those caught fire, spruce logs. A nutty fragrance and snapping filled the air as sap pockets cracked open. She hauled the blackened pot filled with water from the hearth to hang it by a thick hook over the fire, her arms trembling under the weight, heat burning her hands. Betsy had made it look easy, but then she had been full grown, nearly five years older and several stone heavier than Fanny. With a curse, Fanny lifted the pot higher, the water sloshing erratically. Just as she thought she might drop it, the iron handle slid onto the hook with a clang. Fanny snatched her hands back and pressed them to the cool stone of the mantel. Next time she would hang the pot first, then fill it with water.

Fanny set a chipped enameled bowl on the table next to a burlap bag, from which she scooped out a pile of bush beans. The tips of the long-stored legumes had gone soft, and some were slimy; they smelled of must and rot.

The wind picked up, driving rain under the door and through the broken window. Fanny chewed on her lip as she shelled the beans, throwing seeds into the bowl with a thuck, thuck that was drowned out by a sudden downpour thundering on the roof.

Just as the rain lessened, there came shouts in the distance, then the pounding of boots on the porch. The door was flung wide. Fanny’s brothers jostled each other, laughing and hooting; the smaller one, John, shook his head like a wet dog, spraying water in every direction.

“Stop it!” Fanny snapped, wiping droplets from her face with the frayed sleeve of her dress. “Take your boots off, both of you! You’re tracking mud.”

John tossed his soaking glove at her; it struck her shoulder, leaving a damp patch, then fell to the floor.

“Here you go,” Billy said, laying a brace of fat partridges on the table. His wobbly adolescent voice broke on the word go, shifting to a higher register, which made John snicker. Billy paid him no heed; though he was bigger than his younger brother, he lacked John’s appetite for battle.

The door opened again. John hushed, and Fanny went back to shelling beans, glancing at her father from the corner of her eye, trying to divine his mood. Daniel was a tall, sinewy man with a ruined face; he had lost an eye in a bar fight, and his left cheek was knotted with a scar from an accident with a harrow. He leaned against the doorframe, pulling off his boots; the cold rain blew in around him. Fanny shivered.

When Daniel stepped forward to set down his rifle, water dripping off his crooked nose, Billy quietly closed the door behind him.

“What about supper?” Daniel said. His flat tone gave nothing away.

“Ready soon.” Fanny kept working; she heard the rustles and clunks of her father and the boys shedding their outerwear. With chapped fingers, she tore open the fibrous pods, hastily digging out seeds. “I’ll pour you a dram of whiskey.”

The blow to the side of her head was hard enough to make her stagger.

“I’ll get it,” her father said. “Seems you’re too busy.”

A brief, bright flare of anger obscured Fanny’s sight, but she returned to her task as though nothing had happened. Her temple throbbed, and she tasted blood where she had bit her tongue.

John snorted. He stood dripping by the fire, his feet spread wide in the posture of a grown man, taking in the spectacle with a smile.

Daniel picked up a dusty jug from the shelf and hefted it, weighing its contents. “Girl!” he barked, a guttural report. It wasn’t as threatening as when he drew the syllable out, savoring it. But it wasn’t good, either. “You were supposed to go up the creek for more whiskey!”

“There’s plenty there.” Fanny drew up her shoulders; the back of her neck felt naked, a snail unable to retract into its shell.

Billy cleared his throat and made a humming sound, his prelude to speech when he hadn’t yet thought of what to say. He was gentle, always the peacemaker. God only knew how he ended up in their family; Fanny wasn’t sure he would survive it.

“Snow’s coming soon,” Billy said finally. “We should kill that pig.”

Daniel grunted. He filled a cup with the amber liquid and drank it down in long gulps.

The water over the fire burbled and spat. Fanny grabbed the partridges by their legs and plunged them into the pot. She wasn’t careful enough, and a wave splashed over the edge, sizzling on the hearth. Fanny flinched as flying drops burned the underside of her forearm, but she didn’t let go of the wizened claws. Just a minute in boiling water, her sister had said. Then the feathers come off easy.

John crowded the fireplace, standing too close behind Fanny, getting in her way. Though he was a year younger, he had grown taller than Fanny and was feeling his oats. She pulled the birds straight up by their feet, letting hot water stream back into the pot. “Move,” she said to John.

John came even closer, taunting her. It took effort to hold the wet birds high, arms extended over the steaming pot; she could feel pricks of sweat beading on her forehead. The partridges were pathetic things, their feathers plastered to their little pink bodies. Fanny could hear her brother’s raspy breath, felt it stirring the hairs at the nape of her neck. Swiftly, she lifted her foot and smashed her bare heel into John’s toes. He yelped and hopped back.

“You little bitch,” he said, in a perfect imitation of his father.

Fanny turned her head slowly, saw his raised fist. She allowed the full force of her fury to flood her expression.

John glanced away. He lowered his skinny arm and picked at a scab on his chin, as though that was what he had intended to do all along. “You’d better get supper ready, little bitch,” he hissed. He slouched over to Billy, who was drying the rifle with a rag.

When the partridges stopped steaming, Fanny sank to the floor to pluck them. She crossed her legs, tucking her dirty feet under her skirt. It was hard to see what she was doing; the window had become a black square in the wall, dully reflecting flickers of fire. “We might light a candle, Father,” she said.

“I’m not made of money.” Daniel was on his second or third cup, and his words came out rounder, fuzzy-edged. He sat in the shadows; Fanny could make out little more than the silhouette of his slumped shoulders and bent head. “You just hurry up,” he said. “Seems your sister didn’t teach you too good.”

Without thinking, Fanny tossed a handful of feathers into the fire, where they sent up a thick smoke and foul odor.

John coughed. “That stinks like dogshit!”

Fanny glanced quickly to where her father sat; he was still hunched over his whiskey. To John, she said, “Since when’s your nose so delicate? You smell worse.” Fanny was embarrassed by her mistake, but wasn’t going to show it.

“You’re not just too stupid for school. You’re too stupid to live.”

John’s accusation was a jab at a fresh wound. School had been the only bright spot in Fanny’s life, and John knew it. The teacher had said that she was the smartest student she had ever taught, and had Fanny been a boy, she might have gone to college.

Fanny tried to shake the clinging wet down from her fingers, then gave up and wiped her hands on her skirt. She went back to plucking, depositing the feathers in a neat pile on the floor. When she was done, she laid the floppy, naked partridges side by side on the hearth. The room was silent except for her father’s sighs and the crackling fire. The rain had stopped. Billy and John were sitting idle, waiting to be fed. Fanny gathered up the large pile of feathers in two hands and dumped it into the fire. She watched the thick black smoke billow and coil up the chimney. She held her breath against the stench.

The kick to her back forced the air from her lungs. Later, a deep purple bruise would bloom over her bony spine.

“Stupid bitch,” her father said, coughing.

Moving fluidly, as though she felt nothing, Fanny got up and threaded the birds onto the spit. She went back to shelling beans.

“We should kill that pig,” Billy said. “When it comes the first of sleighing, we’ll be glad of salt pork.” He made a little humming noise.

    

After supper, the room was illuminated by little more than cloud-veiled moonlight from the window. Daniel hauled himself unsteadily up the ladder to the loft. Within minutes, he was snoring. John climbed up next, once he was sure that his father was asleep.

“That was a good feed,” Billy said. He cracked his knuckles.

The fire had died to glowing embers and starved orange flames that flicked like snake tongues; Fanny could scarcely make out her brother’s face, hovering beside her. She scrubbed a greasy plate in a tub of tepid water. “Goodnight, Billy,” she said.

“Goodnight.” He sounded relieved to be dismissed. The rungs of the ladder groaned under his feet.

Fanny stacked the plates, wet and still slick with fat despite her efforts, then took the dish tub outside to empty it. She had to rest the metal bottom of the tub on her sore hip bone; she wasn’t strong enough to carry it with her arms alone. She slid on a pair of soggy, oversized boots, probably her father’s, though she couldn’t tell in the darkness, and kicked open the door.

The meadow was drab in gray light cast by the moon. Bats darted erratically; there came a doleful hoot of an owl, then silence. The rain barrel was full to the brim, but the sloping ground had shed most of its water into the creek. Fanny set down the tub and tipped it up, letting the contents slosh into the drainage ditch that surrounded their shack. Shadowy crabgrass bent under the greasy deluge, then slowly picked itself back up. She looked to the hulking black woods. There was nothing beyond the boundaries of their property but more poor farmers, immigrants who had fled the Old World in hope of taming the Canadian wilderness. They squatted in shanties on jagged clearings, scraping what they could from the earth, plagued by ravenous black flies and mosquitoes during the good months, deadly cold and hunger during the bad. Her father, like all the farmers, pretended that dirt held a better future, that one day they would be more than frightened animals in a hostile wilderness, scurrying outside just long enough to drag provisions into their squalid holes. Pretending that each day was building a future and not just staving off death until the dirt claimed them, inevitably, indifferently.

Fanny was tired, and there was a sharp smell of winter in the night air, but she was reluctant to go back inside. She leaned against the splintered doorframe and pictured her sister on the train to Cleveland, a new hat perched on her head, gloved hands clasped in her lap.

Betsy, ever the obedient daughter, hadn’t even yearned to escape. She had seemed content with the burdens of housework, the company of her few friends, the prospect of eventually becoming a mother herself. It was Fanny who obsessed about leaving, the way a famished man dreams of food. And yet, Betsy had left. And she was here.

She picked up the empty tub and looked in the direction of the distant train station. The wall of the forest was pitch-black; it swallowed the feeble light of the moon and gave nothing back.






CHAPTER 2

Three years after Betsy left, in the dead of winter, Daniel, Billy, and John were sickened with ague. They moaned, drenched with sweat, woolen blankets piled over their shivering bodies. A harsh wind drove snow through chinks in the door. Fanny kept the fire low, nursing the dwindling wood pile. She slaughtered a scrawny old hen to make soup and carried steaming bowls to the loft.

“Big Ned sent word he’s taking his sleigh to town tomorrow,” she said, placing the last bowl and spoon next to John’s mattress. “Should be quick travel with all this snow.”

Daniel grunted. Billy, who seemed the least sick of the three, propped himself up on an elbow and reached for his soup. The musk of unwashed bodies and illness hung over the loft like a malignant fog.

“Thought I’d go with him to fetch medicine.” Fanny strove to keep her voice neutral as her heart pounded and her breath quickened. In the years since she had been forced to quit school, she had only twice been allowed to go into town, and never alone. Her father said that “bitches and slatterns” couldn’t be trusted with money. He relied on John, who was only fifteen, but not on Fanny, a year older.

Daniel rolled heavily onto his back and squinted at his daughter. His face was red and slick with sweat, except for the nacreous ridges of his scars. “What medicine?” he rasped.

“Laudanum to help you rest and ease your sore throat. Brandy for your tea.” She balled her fists behind her back. “Besides, it’s time someone checked on the mail. I would be back before dark.”

Daniel turned away, exhaling with a hiss. It was the closest Fanny would get to permission. She climbed back down the ladder without another word.



Fanny stared into blackened rafters as the fire died, ignoring snores, moans, and coughs from the loft. She didn’t sleep at all that night, with a moth-wing quiver in her stomach and an ache in her chest. To strengthen her resolve, she allowed herself to take a mental inventory of injuries—the bruises, the lump on her thrice-dislocated elbow, the thick scar on her thumb, the insults she had absorbed about her soft, bleeding girl’s body, her feeble female brain. Betsy had escaped, and she would too.

When the geese honked, rousing themselves, and the window appeared as a faint, opalescent square floating in blackness, she swung her feet onto the cold floor. Out of habit, she knelt, shivering in her nightgown by the hearth to start a fire. Then she remembered that she wasn’t coming home again. If her father or brothers wanted a fire, they could make their own. Certainly Billy was already well enough to get out of bed.

There were only two dresses to choose between, both wool. Fanny quietly pulled on her Sunday best, which was no more stylish than her workaday dress but had no patches or tears. Her coat was hopeless, grimy, with threadbare elbows and seams repaired so many times that the fabric shredded like cheesecloth. She wrapped a knitted shawl around her shoulders, knowing it was meager protection against the cold. From the high shelf, she took down her mother’s quilted bonnet. She didn’t know why her father had kept it; he had traded or repurposed everything else belonging to his wife after she died. Fanny had tried on the cap countless times over the years. She coiled her braided hair beneath the crown and fastened the ties.

The sun was rising pink and gold when Fanny stepped outside. It was a windless, mild winter day. Chickadees chirped and whistled to one another; the burble of the stream was muffled by a roof of ice. A sagging pine bough released its burden of snow with a soft whump and powdery plume.

Fanny heard the jingle of Big Ned’s sleigh before she saw it round the copse of aspens at the edge of their property. He waved a gloved hand as he pulled near; the horse pranced to a stop, snorting and tossing its head. Fanny was fond of the spirited mare, and she patted her sturdy neck before climbing up beside Ned.

“So kind of you to bring me,” she said.

Ned pulled the coarse wool blanket from his lap and extended it to Fanny. “You’re not dressed for winter,” he said gruffly.

He was a bear of a man, brusque and unkempt, but Fanny knew him to be good-hearted. He had tilled and planted their field when her father had broken his arm, and he always brought shortbread from his wife at Christmas. Fanny draped the blanket loosely over her legs. “It’s not cold.”

“You’re too skinny.” Ned slapped the rawhide reins against the horse’s haunch and clicked his tongue. They lurched forward, gliding smoothly over the wet snowpack. He glanced at Fanny. “There’s salt pork in that bag.”

Fanny opened the burlap sack he had indicated with a jut of his chin and pulled out a greasy package. She unwrapped the meat; the briny scent provoked a flood of saliva. “You want a piece?”

Ned nodded. She handed him a chunk of pork and tried to savor hers slowly, but instead tore into it with a bite too big to chew with her lips closed. She felt foolish with her cheek bulging, sucking in air so that she wouldn’t drool.

“Guess hunger’s good sauce for any food,” Ned said. “My old lady stashed pritters in there too, if you don’t mind ’em cold and soggy.”

Fanny ate, and they traveled in silence over hilly, well-cleared country. Deep snow filled depressions in the land, covering up swampy muck that trapped wheels of wagons and corduroy roads that rattled bones. It felt like magic, the swift skimming over a slippery blanket, riding toward town at double or triple summertime speed. It reminded Fanny of dreams of flying, swooping over forests and fields like a hawk.

As they passed a barnyard, Fanny nearly jumped out of her skin. From just behind her right shoulder, a shrieking cock’s crow shattered the quiet. On and on it went, like the squall of a baby, and it was answered by fainter crows in the distance. Big Ned laughed, the sound nearly drowned out by raucous squawking, and then Fanny joined him. For all its bluster, the rooster’s call was comical.

“Didn’t know you had a bird back there,” Fanny said.

“Ah, he thinks he’s king of the hill.” Ned chuckled. “You heard all the angry hollers he gets back, but he knows he’s safe in his basket.”

Tall woods arose on both sides of their path, and Fanny tried to relax into the rhythm of their journey. Even at the quick speed they traveled, it was an hour-long ride into town; an hour during which Fanny had nothing to fear. She had a warm blanket across her lap, a full stomach, and a plan. Yet her mind would not still.

As they passed wooden shacks on the outskirts of town, Fanny said, “Will you drop me at the general store? I should start with my shopping.”

“You’d best leave the big items for last,” Ned said. “Don’t want to lug them around all morning.”

“Not to worry, I haven’t much to buy.” Fanny lifted her straw bag, implying that all she needed would fit inside. “And I like to look at the shoes and hats, even if I can’t afford them. I’m hoping there are velvet ribbons in the store, too—I would adore a pink one.”

Ned grunted, dropping the conversation, as Fanny had known he would.

The snow thinned and turned a dingy gray as fields gave way to roads, then the sleigh’s runners dug into a sludge of melting ice and mud. The tired mare slowed, her coat mottled with patches of sweat. When they reached the brightly painted storefront, Ned pulled to a halt. “I’ll meet you back here at noon,” he said.

Fanny felt a stab of guilt as she thanked him with a sunny smile. She pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders and descended to the street; mud oozed around her boots. The flaking white paint on the steps up to the front porch of the store was stained dark with footprints, and Fanny added her own, walking nonchalantly, a hand trailing on the banister. A pair of middle-aged customers in sensible wool coats strolled past, chatting. Fanny dawdled, pretending to look at the display in the big picture window. She watched Ned’s reflection in the glass until he tied up his horse and lumbered away, then she cleaned her soles on the iron boot scraper and took a deep breath, trying to settle her nerves. She stood straighter and opened the door with an assertive sweep of her arm. The bell in the doorway tinkled, and the shopkeeper, a hollow-cheeked man with thinning gray hair, glanced up from his ledger on the counter. He dismissed her immediately, dropping his eyes back to his sums.

Fanny’s stomach clenched, but she marched up to the counter. The shopkeeper ignored her still. She reached into her bag and pulled out the piece of paper she had worked on so carefully the previous day. She knew that the forgery of her father’s signature was perfect, with its lumpish B and backward slant, but she could feel her fingers tremble. She laid out the check, smoothing it with both hands, though it wasn’t wrinkled. “My father gave me five dollars to buy a suitable travel outfit,” she said.

The shopkeeper raised his head, the lenses of his pince-nez glinting in a ray of light from the window. “What’s that?” He appraised her skeptically.

“I am going to Cleveland to meet my fiancé, and my father wishes for me to be suitably dressed.”

He rubbed his cheek with his knuckle. “Five dollars is a lot of money.”

Fanny lifted her chin and looked directly into the shopkeeper’s close-set brown eyes. “My fiancé is a wealthy member of my cousin’s family, and I cannot arrive at his American mansion wearing the clothes of a poor farmer’s daughter.” The stiltedness of her speech made her cringe, but she did not let her gaze waver.

The shopkeeper appeared unconvinced. “Rich relatives, eh?”

Fanny plunged on. “I’m to take the balance in cash to pay for the train. My father wouldn’t send me away penniless. I’m sure you would do the same for your child.”

He held up the check with ink-stained fingers and examined it closely.

“You know my father’s notes; he has been shopping here for years.”

The man cleared his throat. “He never sent you before.”

“I have never been engaged to be married before.” She forced herself to maintain her pose; she could feel the thud of her heart against the hand that clutched her shawl to her chest.

He pursed his lips and inhaled deeply through his nose. She continued to watch him with an expression that she hoped was pleasantly expectant. The shopkeeper gestured toward the back of the store. “Women’s ready-to-wear is against that wall there. Alterations cost extra.”

Fanny sauntered self-consciously in the direction he had indicated, trying to slow her breathing. She paused to observe the way another shopper rifled through the dresses, checking tags and touching fabrics. When the woman drifted on, Fanny took her place and mimicked her motions. Even the small selection seemed like a treasure trove, with so many colors and trims to choose from. Fanny settled on a blue dress with a velveteen bodice and high neckline. Not knowing how to judge the size, she furtively held it against her body, assessing the position of the seams. It would do, she decided. She selected a bonnet with satiny blue ribbons, hoping that it would match the dress; she had no experience with fashion.

The shopkeeper raised an eyebrow when Fanny placed her items on the counter. “Aren’t you going to try it on?” he asked.

Fanny’s face grew hot. She hadn’t known that this was an option. “There is no need,” she said with feigned hauteur. “I know it will fit.” She hunted for more words that would make her seem older and more sophisticated, but he was already bent over his ledger, scribbling. He reached beneath the counter and produced dollar bills, which he counted out, though there were only two. He added some coins, then pushed the money to her across the counter.

“Your father must be uncommonly generous or uncommonly eager to be rid of you,” the shopkeeper said.

Fanny smiled shakily as she scooped the stupendous bounty into her bag. “Thank you, sir,” she said. “Good day to you.”

Outside, Fanny breathed in cold air in great gulps, waiting for her heart to slow. The new dress was wrapped in paper and clenched tightly under her arm. She looked around to get her bearings. The town was quieter than she remembered; there were no carriages passing by, no wind in the trees, and the few pedestrians she saw went about their business in silence. An old wooden bench, slats half-rotten and overgrown with dead ivy, powdered by snow, looked sadly forlorn. The train station was two blocks away; she could see its stubby clock tower peeking over the squat brick buildings across the street, silhouetted against a horizon of corrugated clouds. A child wailed in the distance, and a woman shouted. Already, the village that she had thought of as bustling seemed achingly plain and small. Fanny, hugging her bag to her chest, set out for the station. She would go to Cleveland and somehow find her sister, Betsy. There, she would start her real life.






CHAPTER 3

The series of train rides to Cleveland took a greater toll on Fanny than she had anticipated. In fact, she had not truly anticipated any of it—she had run away from home in spite of her ignorance about the world and its workings. If any image of the train ride had come to mind, it was the one she had conjured of her sister, sitting calmly with a pert hat and clasped gloved hands, watching pleasant scenery float past.

Instead, Fanny was squeezed to the corner of her seat by a large man who smelled of sweat, Florida Water, and stale cigar smoke. She curled herself up to keep out of the way of his thick, sprawling limbs. Her new dress didn’t fit as well as she had hoped; the bodice gaped open over her thin chest, so even though she felt hot, she kept her shawl wrapped tightly around her shoulders. Her skirt was too short, exposing her ugly, scuffed boots, and she pulled at it compulsively, as though she could make it lengthen. Chewing on her lip, she stared blindly out the window, her legs crossed tightly, trying to ignore the increasingly urgent calls of her bladder.

When she disembarked at the grand Italianate station in Toronto, streams of briskly moving passengers rushed past her like schools of fish toward a lure. The numbers and variety of people were astonishing; she had never heard a foreign language before, and now they were all around her, in trills, guttural vowels, crisp consonants. There were tall black hats on the men and enormous bustles on the women, making them look like hens with swishing, fluffy behinds. The shades of complexions startled her—the darkest she had ever seen was the village butcher’s, who was Métis, and his skin was only a smidge darker than her own in summertime. The building itself made her dizzy, with its impossibly high ceilings and fortress-like walls.

With watering eyes, Fanny darted through the crowds, looking for a place to empty her bladder. The signs were mysterious, the urgency unbearable. She ducked into a stairwell, lifted her skirts, and shamefully discharged the urine that she could no longer contain. It splashed on the cement and spread in a dark pool, smelling faintly of ammonia. When a door on a lower level creaked open, she dropped her skirts and fled.

In the tributaries to the great marble station building, there were food vendors. The scents of fried dough and grilled meat made Fanny’s mouth water, but she was fearful of missing her next train and didn’t want to wait in line. Just finding the ticket counter and the correct platform made her vibrate with anxiety; everyone but her seemed to know exactly what to do and where to go.

Once on the platform, she thought she saw women glancing at her sidelong, and felt out of place in her ill-fitting dress, ragged shawl and worn boots. She made herself small in the corner of a bench, pulled a book from her bag, and pretended to read sentences that she had already read a half dozen times before, blocking out her surroundings and her grumbling stomach.

The train to Buffalo chugged and wheezed into the station. Fanny moved toward the back of the line to watch how other passengers boarded and arranged themselves, and as a consequence, she had few options for seating. An elegantly dressed middle-aged woman sitting across the aisle from two young women, whom Fanny understood to be her daughters, reluctantly made room for Fanny next to her. She fastidiously tucked her travel blanket over her lap, as though Fanny might contaminate her by touching her. Fanny, chilled through, eyed the fur longingly. Listening in on their conversation, She learned that they were visiting a dying relative who had a substantial inheritance to bestow. She also learned from an offhand remark that there were toilets onboard the train, which caused her to blush in private shame at her own ignorance.

The woman bent toward the bag at her feet, but seemed constrained by an overly tight corset and thick waist, the reach of her hands falling short. She gestured to one of her daughters, who pulled out three neatly wrapped sandwiches from the bag. Soon, the smell of onion and fish filled the air, making Fanny’s stomach churn. She read the book she knew nearly by heart, then softly hummed tunes that she and her sister used to sing when they were alone together, trying to will her mind back to sweeter times.

Fanny followed the woman and her daughters as they disembarked, completely focused on buying food and drink, but when she stepped off the train at the small Buffalo station, everything was closed.

By the last leg of her trip, Fanny was stupefied by disorientation, worry, hunger, thirst, and exhaustion. She stared out the window at passing warehouses, then farmers’ fields and forests. As the sun set and the view turned sepia, then black, she could see nothing but her own pallid reflection by gaslight in the window. She thought about what might happen at her journey’s end. She had planned to seek out Betsy and her husband in Cleveland, but had no idea how to find them or whether they would be pleased to see her. In the years since her sister left, Fanny had heard no news from her; she had told herself that this wasn’t surprising, given their age gap and the fact that Betsy had never taken to reading or writing. But as she approached her destination, Fanny could no longer ignore the voice in her head whispering, Betsy wouldn’t forsake me. Had something happened to her? Or had she decided to put her entire past behind her, including Fanny? And now that Fanny had some notion of the alarming size and complexity of cities, she realized that wandering about and asking after her sister was not a sound plan.

As the train pulled out of the station at Erie, the conductor announced that they would be in Cleveland in approximately three hours. She leaned her forehead against the cool window, her breath fogging the dark, cold glass. Her head ached with every beat of her heart.

The seat jiggled as someone sat down heavily beside her. From the smell of stale tobacco and damp wool, she guessed it to be a man. She glanced over and took in his closely cropped gray beard, hawkish nose, and bowler hat glistening with beads of melted snowflakes. He was looking at his pocket watch and paid her no attention.

Fanny went back to gazing dully outside. She leaned her head into the corner between the headrest and window, rocking gently with the motion of the train, lulled by the rhythmic clack-clack of wheels on the track. She dozed fitfully, dreaming of finding a gold coin in a bushel of dried beans.

Fanny woke to silence. The train had stopped. She could see nothing but darkness outside, and most of the passengers around her were asleep.

“A problem with the signal, I expect.” The man beside her had a deep, rumbling voice. He was tall and portly, but kept carefully to his side of the seat. “It’s not uncommon.”

She considered pretending that she hadn’t heard him, but he was looking right at her. The whites of his eyes gleamed in the dim light. “I know, sir,” she said with feigned nonchalance.

“Where are you headed?”

The question seemed innocuous. “To Cleveland. To meet my sister.”

“Ah. She may have a long wait at the station, I’m afraid. These delays are sometimes lengthy.” He offered the statement like a test, regarded her with interest. When she didn’t reply, he nodded slightly, as though she had confirmed something he already knew. “Where are you from?”

Fanny quickly considered. “Toronto.”

He made a sound in his throat that conveyed skepticism. “And in which part of Cleveland does your sister live?”

Fanny’s shoulders tensed. “I don’t know the neighborhoods, sir.”

“Hmm. And how do you propose to find her?” He said this casually, scratching his beard, but his gaze was steady.

She twisted the worn fringe of her shawl between her fingers. His attention unnerved her, and like a dousing with cold water, she was jolted into the realization of how callow she had been. “I suppose I will ask around,” she said weakly.

For some time, the man was silent, and Fanny hoped that he had forgotten about her. He sighed and pulled a card from the pocket of his vest, then lifted his briefcase to his lap and removed a pen. Without having to dip the pen in ink, he wrote an entire line of script on the back of the card. Fanny wondered at the mechanics of this magic.

The man blew on the glistening writing and handed her the card. “My brother lives in Cleveland,” he said. “This is his address. He might offer you employment.”

Fanny nodded mutely, though she didn’t think that she should trust this stranger. “Thank you, sir.”

His brow furrowed. “You can read?” He looked chagrined to have to ask.

Fanny nodded again stiffly, vexed. Even Betsy knew how to read, and she had quit school years earlier than Fanny.

“Our family name is Garth,” he said. “My brother lives on Euclid Avenue, not too far from John Rockefeller’s house. He’s done well for himself. Coke ovens.”

She had no idea what he was talking about. “Thank you, Mr. Garth.” Fanny held the card carefully so as not to smudge the ink. “Much obliged.”

He smiled benevolently and settled back into his seat, closing his eyes. “Good luck to you, young lady.”



With a cotton mouth and foggy brain, Fanny woke to the sound of the train’s whistle and squealing brakes. The seat next to her was empty. As the train slowed, passengers crowded the aisle, pulling bags down from racks. It was still dark outside; a hum of murmured speech enveloped her like a blanket, and she yearned to go back to sleep. She forced herself to rise and shuffle out of the car, into the stinging night air. Numbly, she followed the crowd down the platform, lit by the sulfurous glow of gas lamps, something she had never seen before this trip through Toronto and Buffalo. It was an alien world suffused by strange light. Once out of the station, the crowd melted away, climbing into carriages, calling out directions, slinging baggage to boys in woolen mufflers. The brisk clop of hooves faded into a chill wind that sighed in Fanny’s ears and blew puffs of snow from the roof behind her. A snowy gust licked the nape of her neck with its cold tongue.

“Need a place to stay, missy?” said a voice from the darkness.

Fanny started. She hadn’t seen the pair of men sheltering under the stairs; they were hulking shadows marked by the pinpoint orange glow of cigarettes. She took a deep breath and walked swiftly away, toward a beckoning light, a ghostly gleam a half-dozen blocks in the distance. Where the snow had been shoveled and the sidewalk was bare, her lone footsteps echoed forlornly from close-set brick buildings. The distant whistle of a train merged with shouts of laughter from a single lit storefront that read “Kelly’s Pub” in peeling paint. Fanny veered to the opposite side of the street and quickened her pace.

As she approached the artificial light that mimicked daylight, Fanny felt even more disoriented. Before her was a deserted public square surrounded by tall poles that beamed astonishing white brightness onto the crooked silhouettes of barren trees and an expanse of trampled snow. She blinked. None of it looked real to her.

Fanny shivered and pulled her inadequate shawl closer, considering what to do. She guessed from the position of the gibbous moon that dawn was still a few hours away. There were benches in the park, and the eerie light seemed safer than the darkness. She spotted a chestnut tree and raked her freezing fingers through the snow at its base, turning up a handful of nuts that were past ripe but still edible. She opened the soft shells and ate the musty contents greedily until the clench in her stomach uncurled. When she wasn’t eating, she melted snow in her mouth to try to slake her thirst. On the closest bench, she lay down, clutching her small bundle in her arms, tucking her shawl tightly, trying to ignore the slats that dug into her hip and shoulder bones and the cold gusts that made her long to be back on the train. A bat swooped and darted overhead, reminding her of home. Fanny thought of the stream full of speckled trout, the lingering snow in the shade of pines, the soft wind, and the plow churning through earth for fall wheat. She drifted in and out of sleep until the sun rose and a man in uniform shook her.

“Get on your way!” He sounded offended. “You know the park is off-limits!”

Fanny sat up, stiff and chilled to the bone. She straightened her bonnet. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I had nowhere to go.”

The man glowered at her. “Get on with ye.”

Instinctually, she made herself childlike, touching her hand to her forehead, as though checking for fever, then she brought her hands to her breastbone, prayer-like, and saw his blunt features soften. “Do you…” she whispered and ducked her head. “Do you know a Betsy Bartlett, sir?”

He looked away and sighed, his breath fogging in the cold. “I’m sure I know several.”

“I’m looking for my sister.”

“I wish you luck, lass.” He did not seem entirely unsympathetic.

Fanny’s hands and feet were numb with cold, but she kept herself still. “Do you know where I might find a room to stay?”

The man’s eyes were sad, but his voice was brusque. “Move along, lass.”

“I thank you for your time, sir,” she said, but he was already walking away.






CHAPTER 4

In the weak light of winter dawn, Fanny re-counted her money, then tucked the bills into the bodice of her dress, returning the coins to the bag. Once shops were open, she would buy food and then look for a cheap place to stay. She examined the calling card from the man on the train; on the front were engraved the words Paul O. Garth, Esq. 280 Front Street, Toledo, OH, and on the back, handwritten, Mr. Laurence Garth, 467 Euclid Ave. She put the card away and wandered from the park, not knowing which direction to take. The city streets were forsaken, with shuttered merchant stalls. Cobblestones were mottled with smears of frozen horse manure, and the smell of urine wafted from alleys. Lines of laundry flapped stiffly in the frigid breeze, defiantly bright flags on a backdrop coated with layers of industrial soot, everything else dreary gray.

Fanny passed a man pulling a coal cart and a boy lugging a big burlap sack, but neither greeted or even acknowledged her. A skinny dog with matted fur approached at a trot; Fanny slowed her pace as she eyed it warily. It sniffed at her hand, its snout warm and slimy against her cold skin. She curled her fingers into the protection of her palm.

“Keep your dirty mutt out of my trash!” a woman yelled from the other side of the street.

Fanny jumped; the dog let out a low growl and loped away. From the direction of the voice, a door slammed shut.

Thirst was a fire in Fanny’s brain that canceled some of the chill in her bones and hunger in her belly. She broke a carrot-shaped icicle from the side of an awning and sucked on it. The trickle of melt did little more than tease her thirst, but it soothed her mouth and throat.

As she rounded a corner onto a broad street lined by nondescript multistory brick buildings, Fanny saw a smartly dressed older woman exit a housing tenement, with curtained windows and flower pots filled with dead chrysanthemums flanking the entrance. She twisted her key firmly in the lock and stood for a moment, smoothing her skirt with gloved hands, adjusting the straps of her bag on her forearm. The flamboyant colors and fanciful cut of her outerwear held Fanny’s gaze; she wore a high-collared fitted jacket of purple velvet that flared at the waist, a scarlet fur-trimmed wrap and broad-brimmed hat.
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