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For Leah, little star






Someone I loved once gave me a box full of darkness.

It took me years to understand that this too, was a gift.

—Mary Oliver
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NEW YORK, MAY 1911

The East River smelled distinctly of death.

The boy had not begged before he was thrown into its depths.

It was better that way. Begging was so undignified.

The boy hadn’t said much at all. Just the girl’s name, only once, right before he sank.

It was a simple enough task, killing someone. One good clock to the head was all it took. The river did the rest. Humans are so fragile.

The moon was a perfect crescent, hanging over the city. Calm and quiet, cold and indifferent, like nothing in the universe had changed at all.

No one in New York City noticed a person in a dark coat, walking alone away from the docks.

No one in New York City noticed a person dropping a pair of bloodstained gloves in an alleyway.

No one in New York City noticed much at all.

That’s simple too, the getting away with it.

Forty-two blocks away, in a tenement slicked with grime, a girl slept soundly for the last time. Across the narrow room, her brother’s bed was empty.

And somewhere on a street corner in Lower Manhattan, under the rumbling of the subway, the frantic buzzing of new electric lights, and the rush of a blood-hungry river, the magic began to stir.






CHAPTER ONE [image: ] NEW YORK, SEPTEMBER 1911


My mother once told me a girl’s success in this world was dependent on how well she could pretend. Right now, I am pretending I don’t want to scream.

Mr. Hues is a difficult presence to ignore as he stalks through the shop with all the grace of a drunken lion.

He arrived this morning for one of his favorite surprise inspections, but as usual, it’s less an inspection of the shop than of the seamstresses who work here.

Through stolen glances, the other girls and I take stock of one another’s work. Mary ran out of bobbin thread two minutes ago. Catherine’s tracing pencil snapped just before that.

I lose the silent game of chicken. With a resigned sigh, I rise from my desk, knowing the iron needs to be lit if I have any hope of finishing this hem.

It’s impossible to pretend I don’t notice the weight of Mr. Hues’s gaze as his eyes track me down the aisle.

“Morning.” His grin makes my skin crawl.

The smile I force feels like defeat. There’s nothing he loves more than basking in our gratitude. Never mind that it’s the thirteen of us here who do all the work and ship the profits off neatly to him at the end of every week.

Mr. Hues often tells us not to do things by halves, to dedicate ourselves fully to all that we do. When it comes to contributing to my misery, he follows his own advice.

An unexpected early fall frost fell last night, and the shop is cold. It’s difficult to make the delicate stitches Mr. Hues demands with numb hands, but the last time our supervisor, Mrs. Carrey, asked him to increase our coal budget, he laughed in her face. And Mrs. Carrey does not have a face that’s easy to laugh in.

I return to my sewing machine, weaving like a spider around desks of girls, all churning out dresses as quickly as we’re able in the cramped space. I do my best not to bump Jess’s elbow as she works next to me. The last time I did, I ended up with a straight pin stuck between my thumb and pointer finger. She said it was an accident but smiled when I started bleeding.

Mr. Hues lumbers around the dress shop, picking at dummies, running his fingers over fabrics. He stops at my workstation and picks up the stack of pattern pieces I’ve carefully laid out for a velvet coat for a rich widow, my best client. He rifles through them carelessly, as if he has any idea what he is looking at, then places them back on the corner of the desk haphazardly. A piece of the collar flutters to the floor. He pays it no mind.

It’ll take me ages to sort out what he’s just done.

His next target is Mary. He perches himself on the edge of her desk and asks her to give him a smile. His blond hair, or what is left of it, has been oiled back and combed over his head. He’s drenched himself in cologne today; it coats the back of my throat, acrid and awful.

“Well done,” he finally speaks, apparently having found our partially constructed garments to his liking. “How are my girls?”

The tone of his question implies he expects to find us overjoyed to be in the employment of such a fine man.

“Fine, thank you, Mr. Hues,” we reply, our voices all an octave too high.

He turns to Mrs. Carrey to ask about the state of business.

With a wave of her wrinkled hand, she dismisses us from sitting at attention. Though our tightly packed desks don’t offer us much distance from Mr. Hues, the reprieve from having to look at the grease trap of a man with reverence is a relief.

At least when I’m driven to eating nothing but a crusty heel of bread for dinner, I don’t have to pretend to be happy about it. At least when I miss William so badly I fear my chest will crack open with the pain of it, I’m not forced to wear a smile on my face.

I busy myself constructing the midnight-blue velvet coat, and with the soft feel of the cloth under my hands, I remind myself, as I do ten thousand times a day, how lucky I am to have this position, Mr. Hues’s visits and all.

I could be like my mother, exiled to that horrible hospital on Long Island, her mind irreparably fractured by William’s death.

Or like my school friend Rosie, working in that factory by the river, inhaling sludge, on her feet for twelve hours a day, putting the same button on the same shirt ad infinitum. And that mind-numbing exhaustion is nothing compared to some of the stories she tells me, like the one of the girl who wore her braid too long. It got snatched up by one of the machines, and she died right there on the factory floor.

Rosie told me when they unraveled her braid from the gears, they found her entire scalp still attached.

I had nightmares about it for weeks.

Or I could be like my brother, his waterlogged bones turning to rot in a grave I still can’t bring myself to visit. He arguably got the worst deal of us all, though I’m not sure he’d agree. It is a shame he’s not here to ask.

I keep waiting for the pain of his death to subside, but it hasn’t yet stopped feeling like a punch to the gut fifty times a day.

He’d probably tell me to stop being so dramatic.

Truly, I’m lucky to be employed as a dressmaker in a small shop, even luckier that Mrs. Carrey let me move in with the other girls upstairs after my mother was sent off to the asylum. Positions like this are getting rarer by the minute.

Every day they build new smokestacks, and every day another shop like this one closes.

I take my time on the wealthy widow’s coat, hoping the steady clicking of the sewing machine will drown out all the other noises in my head.

I’m sewing on the buttons that will trail all along the front of the coat when the soft chime of the door swinging open startles me. It’s only a delivery boy dropping a package of new needles on Mrs. Carrey’s desk, but I’m surprised to see the sky awash with the pale purple of twilight. The velvet coat’s owner is expecting a delivery tomorrow morning, and I still have ten buttons, both cuffs, and the trimming left.

The shop needs at least three more seamstresses, but Mr. Hues is convinced our inability to keep up with orders is an issue of work ethic, not staffing.

The Thompson sisters ordered those ugly matching sailor dresses yesterday, putting me behind, and Mr. Hues’s visit today only made things worse.

Dark shadows of late evening stretch across the room, and one by one the girls filter upstairs to the apartment where most of us live, until only Mrs. Carrey and I remain. She kindly lights three kerosene lamps and tells me not to be up too late.

Being in the shop alone at night is a particular kind of misery. Under the cover of darkness, the mice skitter across the floor, and the temperature drops so low I’m soon shivering beneath my shawl.

The other girls are giggling in the apartment upstairs. We don’t laugh often, so I imagine they’re sharing a joke at Mr. Hues’s expense.

My needle flies across the fabric. I’m working as quickly as I can, snipping the thread of the eighth button, when a key jangling in the front lock startles me.

The bell attached to the front door chimes. Here in the dark, it sounds so different.

Stomach heavy with dread, I force myself to look up from the coat, and my worst fears are confirmed.

Mr. Hues.

He charges into the shop like a bull, tripping over his own shoes as he crosses the threshold.

His face is flushed, despite the cool evening air, and his brown tweed coat is buttoned wrong.

With sweaty hands, he shuffles through the till, grabbing loose bills and shoving them into his pockets.

I freeze. Perhaps I’ll get lucky and he won’t notice I’m here.

I once read that dogs can smell fear. I think men must be able to as well, because his gaze snaps up, meets mine.

I can lie to myself, but deep down I know the truth is I’ve never been lucky.

At the sight of me he sucks his teeth and smiles a slippery awful thing. “It’s you.”

“Just leaving, sir,” I shove stray pattern pieces into the drawer of my sewing desk to avoid meeting his watery gaze.

A grimace cuts across his face. “No”—he chews on the word—“I don’t think you are.” The turn of his mouth and slime in his gaze make it clear what he means to do.

Terror shoots through me, fuzzy and nauseating. I pause, and then I calculate.

To get to the front door, I’d have to walk past him, within arm’s reach, and the dark street outside is likely abandoned at this hour. The back door, the one that leads to the apartment upstairs, is closer but will be locked this late. The key is in the pocket of my apron, but I can already picture my shaking hands fumbling with it until it falls to the floor.

The kerosene lamps flicker, casting the shop in a sickly orange glow.

My lungs are in a vise.

Make a decision.

I pick one foot off the floor, then hurl myself in the direction of the door that leads to the back staircase. I’m aware of nothing save for Mr. Hues and my own heart beating in my chest, counting down like the second hand on a poorly oiled clock.

I’m almost there, fingers outstretched, reaching for the handle, when a hand grabs a fistful of my collar and yanks me back. I sputter as the fabric chokes me.

“Where are you going?” Mr. Hues slurs, words as grease coated as the rest of him. “The night is young.”

A cold embrace seizes my pounding heart, and the tips of my fingers go numb right along with it. I stumble back and turn to face him, but I don’t get far with my blouse still fisted in his hand.

“Please, sir,” I whisper. My voice trembles. I hate myself for it.

His only reply is to shove me roughly against the wall. My head makes a terrible cracking noise as it collides with the bricks.

He pins me, one hand gripping at my shoulder, the other splayed across my hip.

I can’t summon my voice to scream.

This close, the sour smell of whiskey on his breath is overpowering. His face is red and blotchy, eyes hooded and swollen. A bead of sweat from his face drops wet and hot onto my neck.

I throw my arms up to unsteady him, but he’s too large.

The metal boning of my corset bites into my ribs. My lungs scream for air.

“Don’t you like me, Mary?” he says with a slippery grin, dragging his hand away from my shoulder to pin my neck against the wall with his forearm. He presses down hard.

I’m not Mary, I’m Frances, I want to scream at him, but it doesn’t matter to him who I am, who any of us are. If he saw me as a person, he wouldn’t be doing this.

Pressure from his massive arm makes breathing impossible. I gape, like a fish pulled from water. At first I feel nothing, then there is the awful burning as I begin to suffocate.

I attempt a gasp and he smiles.

If I don’t die tonight, I know the wild-laughter joy in his eyes at my pain will haunt me for as long as I live.

Bright spots flash in my field of vision. The edges of the room blur in and out of focus.

He inches closer.

I close my eyes.

Is this what my brother felt?

Nothingness licks at the edge of everything. Then, beneath the icy dread, there is something once more. A thrumming starts in my stomach. Blooming down my fingertips.

A thought slips through the haze of panic, like morning sun dispelling fog on a harbor: Death is warmer than I thought it would be.

The feeling consumes me, illuminates all the shadowy parts of my being, until there is nothing left but it and me.

I choke in a shallow breath, all I’m able with his arm crushed against my windpipe.

I am not afraid.

I refuse to be afraid.

A low whistling, the sound of an object flying through the air, snaps me out of my trance.

With my eyes still shut tight, I hear a squelching thump and flinch as warm liquid splashes my face.

Free from the weight of his forearm, I heave in a desperate gasp. The relief is immediate.

My eyes shoot open just in time to see Mr. Hues tumble to the floor with a mighty thud, my sewing shears buried almost to the hilt in the meaty left side of his neck.

Wine-red blood spills from the wound, blooms across his white shirt, and drips down into the seams of the worn wood floors.

He makes a gurgling noise, spasms, then goes completely still.

Where there was once a person, there is now only a body. A body with my sewing shears buried five inches deep in its neck.

But the door is firmly closed, the windows latched. There is no mystery savior, only me and the body and the shears.

A cold certainty fills me. I did this. Somehow I did this.

My mind goes dark. My knees go weak.

The last thing I think before falling to the floor is Please, God, don’t let me land in his blood.



Again luck abandons me.

I come to, moments later, hands and arms sticky and red. Mr. Hues lies beside me, his beady eyes still open, his face arranged in an almost comical expression of shock.

The blood has seeped into the sleeve of my blouse, marring the white with a gash of rusty red.

Silver moonlight streams in through the windows, illuminating Mr. Hues’s waxy hand, lying inches from mine.

I lie on the floor for a moment, prying my eyes from Mr. Hues’s lifeless form to the ceiling. The apartment above is still; the encounter with Mr. Hues has apparently not woken the others. But why would it have? The screaming existed only within my own head. My vocal cords, paralyzed by fear or crushed by Mr. Hues, managed only the rasping beginnings of a cry.

I swallow down a sob. If the other girls wake, they’ll find me here next to Mr. Hues, and I know what this looks like.

The only breaths I manage are frantic and shallow. I rise to my feet, which is difficult with every muscle in my body shaking, and find the soles of my boots are sticky with his blood.

Before I can stop it, my stomach rolls and I vomit all over the floor.

It mingles with the smell of sewing machine oil and something dying.

I heave again, but there’s nothing left to come up.

I should probably make some attempt to get rid of the body, find an alley to drag him down, but even if I were strong enough to move him on my own, the idea of touching him is so revolting, I don’t even want to try.

I cross the shop and sink down into the hard, wooden chair behind my sewing machine.

The blue velvet coat is still there, pristine and untouched. How anything in the world could be unmarred by the events of the last five minutes, I have no idea. It feels as if everything should be as different, should be as ruined as I feel.

I scrub a hand down my damp cheek. My palm comes away red. Blood, then, not tears.

Staring down at the coat, I make a plan. One step at a time, Frances, my brother’s voice echoes in my head.

Step one: I will finish the coat. If it is incomplete in the morning, I will be fired, and everyone will know that something forced me to stop working. The body in the middle of the floor will make it fairly clear what that something was.

Step two: I will hide my bloodstained clothes and dispose of them in the morning. I can easily throw them away while out on delivery.

Step three: I will never tell anyone. I will never think of this ever again.

I reach to the right side of my Singer where my shears usually lie, but my fingers brush only empty space.

Oh.

Of course.

I steal Jess’s instead. Her desk sits so close to mine, I can open her drawer without rising from my chair.

Their cool metallic weight makes me feel a little sick.

Again I hear William. You can do this. You have to do this.

I wipe my bloody hands on my dark skirt and get to work. I’m shaking badly enough that holding a needle is difficult, but I make do. It doesn’t take long to finish the buttons and the hem.

Mr. Hues’s form on the other side of the room is difficult to ignore. No matter how hard I try not to, every time I look up, my eyes snap to where his body lies, dark and solid, and very, very still.

My mouth tastes like bile, and it hurts a little each time I inhale. The pain is the only reason I believe any of this is real.

At the back table, I wrap the coat in tissue paper and then unbutton my own blouse. Blood is splattered across the neck and down the left sleeve. I have no chance of removing the stain on laundry day without the other girls seeing, so I fold it carefully and slip it into the box with the coat. I wrap the evidence neatly with a thick satin bow, and place it on the front desk, ready for delivery.

My corset is also marred with a coin-sized splotch of blood right above my heart, but another would cost at least a week’s wages, so it’ll have to stay. It’s easier to hide, at least.

I have no time to mourn my ruined clothing or a time when I didn’t know what a body sounded like when it hit the floor.

I swing the door to the dark street wide open and toss the cash box out onto the empty sidewalk, knowing it will be gone by morning. I don’t know how to stage a crime scene, but I hope this looks something like a robbery gone wrong.

I’m wearing nothing but my corset, and the night air sends a shiver that reaches straight through my rib cage to my still- pounding heart.

Mr. Hues’s body is splayed out near the base of the staircase. I close my eyes, grit my teeth, and summon a final act of determination to step over it.

If I were a braver person with a stronger stomach and steady hands, I would remove the shears from his neck. But I am not.

I reach into the pocket of my apron, pull out the key, and unlock the door. It doesn’t open all the way, what with Mr. Hues’s torso in the way, but I pry it open wide enough to shimmy through the gap. One step up the staircase, I turn for a last glance at his glassy, open eyes. The same eyes that roved over me so often in life are now unseeing.

Good riddance.

My breathing is jagged, still too shallow and fast as I walk up the narrow staircase to our dark apartment. Blessedly, the other girls are asleep in their iron bedsteads, breathing deeply, soft and quiet.

With a wet cloth from the washbasin in the corner of the room, I wipe the dried blood off my face. I’m not sure if I get all of it—the cloth keeps coming away from my face red—but I can’t stand to look at it anymore. In an apartment full of girls, no one will give a bloodstained rag a second glance. I throw it in my laundry pile and hope I’ve done enough.

I wish I were back in our old apartment on Hester Street, that William was in his bed, and I could wake him and ask what to do. His absence usually feels like a hole in my heart: ever present, but something I can function around. Tonight it feels like a gaping wound: stinging and ugly and desperately urgent.

Most days I try to dam my grief, fearing the dark unknown of its depths, but tonight I let it drown me, hoping if I do, I won’t think about Mr. Hues’s hands on my waist, or his dead eyes, or the way my scissors flew across the room as if by magic.

I sink and sink and sink into nothing but blackness.

I do not dream. And for that I am grateful.
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CHAPTER TWO

Chattering voices wake me, and for a single blissful moment I don’t remember the previous night’s events. But I swallow and it burns in my throat, and the images of Mr. Hues pinning me against the wall come flooding back like a faucet of toxic sludge I can’t turn off.

I catch only parts of the girls’ conversation.

“Scissors…”

“Dead…”

“Thank goodness…”

There’s nothing I want less than to leave my warm bed, but until I’m hauled off to jail for murder, I need to remain employed if I don’t wish to starve to death.

My brother’s voice rings in my head. Chin up, sis. It’s going to be all right. It’s what he’d say to me when we were children and I was crying because the girls down the street wouldn’t let me play dolls with them, or when our mother was too lost inside her own head to feed us.

William had an annoying habit of always being right. Right up until he wasn’t.

I swing my legs out of bed and place my feet on a floor that’s so cold, it sends a shiver straight through my core.

The room we all share above the shop is small. Three narrow windows stretch across the wall, letting in beams of dust-flecked morning light. The wood floors are scuffed with years of use. Twelve twin beds, wrought iron and narrow, line the walls, six on each side. Mrs. Carrey’s apartment is on the third floor, up the staircase on the far wall.

It’s Jess who greets me first. “Oh, Frances, thank God you’re up. Mrs. Carrey is downstairs with the police. Mr. Hues is dead.”

I feign a gasp and tug my nightdress up higher over my bruised throat. “What happened?” It hurts to speak.

“We don’t know yet,” Mary answers from across the room, where she sits twisting up her dark hair. “All we know is that the police came up this morning and fetched Mrs. Carrey. I can’t believe you slept through it.”

None of us waste time pretending to be sad for Mr. Hues. Although never openly discussed, all of us suspected what he was.

As if summoned by the act of her name being spoken aloud, Mrs. Carrey bursts into the room, a police officer at her heels.

“Is this the way young ladies look after eight a.m.?” she scolds us.

“No, Mrs. Carrey,” we say in unison, throwing on dressing gowns and coats for some semblance of modesty in front of the officer.

In both hands, he holds our scissors. They clink together with each step.

Mary’s hang off his pinkie, with their copper-colored blades. The long shank and large bolt mark Jess’s. The ones with the coil of cobalt-blue thread around the thumbhole, mine, are missing.

He stops in the middle of the room, bends down, and fans them out across the wood.

“Ladies, if you would be so kind as to identify your shears for me.”

One by one, each girl approaches the pile of scissors.

Allison grabs the ones with the strip of faded red fabric knotted around the thumbhole.

Catherine takes the pair adorned with shiny black ribbon.

On and on until there are no scissors left.

I approach the empty spot on the floor where the shears used to be, hoping I look appropriately confused. I don’t reach out for fear the officer will see my hands shaking. Instead, I clasp them behind my back and grip so hard, it hurts.

“Mine are missing.” I wonder which of the officers had the gruesome task of pulling my shears out of Mr. Hues’s neck.

“What is your name, miss?” he says curtly.

“Frances Hallowell, sir.”

He nods once, says, “Thank you, ladies,” then exits the apartment.

The girls are silent, every last one of their gazes trained on me.

One doesn’t have to be a detective to put the pieces together. I worked late last night. Mr. Hues is dead. My shears are the only ones missing.

I feel unbearably, hopelessly, backed into a corner. I could run away. But I have no money and nowhere to go. I could confess, but there is no way they would believe the truth of what really happened. I was there, and I hardly believe it myself. All I see before me is a path lined with reporters, lawyers, investigators, and prison. The case will be a tabloid sensation, as murders involving young women always are. I can see the headlines now: SEAMSTRESS OR KILLING MACHINE? or perhaps FRANCES HALLO-HELL: INSIDE THE MIND OF EVIL.

Mrs. Carrey turns up her nose and trots across the room, her boots clicking against the wood floors. “Miss Hallowell, a word.” Her back is to me as she says it, which makes it worse, somehow.

Mrs. Carrey’s apartment is an extension of her physical appearance, all propriety and cleanliness. I’ve only been up here once or twice before, despite living just one floor below her for the better part of a year.

She gestures to a pair of leather chairs placed facing a potbelly stove in the back of the room. I pad across her threadbare rug and take a seat, positioning myself just on the edge of the chair, as if I could get up and run at any moment.

“Miss Hallowell,” Mrs. Carrey begins. “I wanted to speak to you before the police have the opportunity to question you.”

The thought of police questioning fills me with a panic I swallow down. She takes my silence as an invitation to continue.

“Did everything look ordinary when you left the shop last night?” she asks.

I imagine the scene: Mrs. Carrey stepping downstairs this morning, finding Mr. Hues on his back, the wound in his neck dark with coagulated blood, his eyes staring at the ceiling, my vomit on the floor next to him. It must have been horrible.

“Yes, ma’am.” Her lined face is difficult to look at, so I train my eyes on the floor. I’ve never been a particularly good liar. William could charm and fib his way out of anything; it’s not a gift I also inherited.

“What time did you finish your work?”

“Around ten o’clock, I believe, ma’am.” This time, the lie comes more easily.

“Make certain you know your story, Frances,” Mrs. Carrey says, and I freeze. But her voice isn’t accusatory; it’s kind.

“I will support whatever you say,” she continues softly. “Whatever that man did to you, I can assure you, he deserved the fate that befell him.”

Mrs. Carrey purses her lips slightly. “I will help you, Frances, but first you must help yourself. You left the shop at ten. You know nothing else. Pretend to be weak and foolish. It’s what the detectives will expect of a girl your age. With luck, they’ll not push you further.”

I stare at her wide-eyed, before nodding once.

From behind her chair, she pulls the delivery box I left downstairs last night. “For Mrs. Arnold, yes?”

“Yes, ma’am, the velvet coat.”

“Good,” she replies. “Do your delivery. Take the back staircase, try your best not to let them see. Make yourself scarce today—it’s for the best.”

The package is heavy in my hands, I picture my bloodstained blouse folded neatly inside.

“Everything is going to be fine,” her voice trembles slightly, and this time, I can tell it is she who is lying. “You are dismissed, Miss Hallowell.”

I rise, still in shock, and exit her quarters. The rest of the girls are in the throes of getting ready, and as I walk through them, they stop—ribbons half-tied, brushes half-pulled through locks of hair—and stare at me.

For the first time, perhaps ever, the apartment is completely silent.

I slip on my long dark wool skirt, button my high-necked white blouse—the only one I have left—braid my hair, and pin on my felt hat, while they all pretend not to look at me.

A horrible realization hits me. With Mr. Hues dead, the shop will likely be forced to close for good.

Their eyes follow me as I walk out the door.

I allow myself one single moment, alone in the rarely used back stairwell, to bite down on my lip and scrunch my eyes closed. But I can’t fall apart just yet.

The cool morning air hangs heavy with the specific New York smell of river water, garbage, and too many people all living in one place. Black smog flows from the smokestacks of the factories on the other side of town. Horses, automobiles, trolleys, and people rush past me in a cacophony of activity.

A group of onlookers has gathered on the other side of the street, their faces screwed up in expressions of horror and delight. A woman in a pink dressing gown sweeps the same spot on the sidewalk over and over again, her wrinkled neck craned toward the shop. A grisly murder is easy entertainment for bored fishmongers’ wives.

A headache still pulses excruciatingly through my head, an ever-present reminder of what a horrible mess I’ve managed to make of my life in twelve short hours.

But being out of the shop gives me the first sense of control I’ve had all morning, and there is relief in that. There’s anonymity in the city. When so many people live on top of one another, avoiding looking in someone’s eyes is a politeness; it’s as much privacy as we’re able to give each other.

The grid of the Lower East Side is imprinted deep in my brain. Mrs. Arnold lives ten blocks away. There’s an alley three blocks from here I should be able to duck down, open the package, and dump my bloodied clothing in before rewrapping the velvet coat for delivery.

I push my way through the crowded streets, eager to rid myself of the physical reminders of last night. I duck under a porter carrying a trunk, weave through a pack of laughing schoolgirls, and dodge a shiny black Cadillac barreling down the road.

I’m almost to the alley of a redbrick townhouse, ready to make a sharp turn, when a body slams into mine, snapping me out of my daze.

I stop short when I see the face of the offender.

“Oliver?” I gasp. The sight of him sends a zip of nerves through me.

“Frances Hallowell!” He sounds genuinely delighted. He’s taller than the last time I saw him. It looks like he’s grown at least an inch in only four months.

He has a boyish sort of face, despite being nineteen already. If I squint, I can picture him as the thirteen-year-old he once was, bounding up our stoop with a baseball in his hand, a mischievous smile cracking his dimpled cheeks. His green eyes are kind but offset by his sharp cheekbones and jaw, certainly features he got from his mother. His father, Judge Callahan, is a lump of a man. My brother was the judge’s errand boy years ago, before he got caught up in the wrong sorts of things with the wrong sorts of people.

Oliver’s wavy brown hair is badly in need of a barber, but his navy-blue suit is impeccable. Better than anything I could make, and I’m not a half-bad tailor. The chain of a pocket watch strung from his breast pocket glints golden in the morning sun.

Seeing him feels something like walking into my old apartment on Hester Street: what was once warm and familiar now only makes me feel a deep, bruising ache of loss.

He seems to be examining my appearance as well—the dark circles under my eyes, the moth-bitten hat placed upon my poorly braided hair, my dingy shopgirl outfit—as commuters flow around us as if we are rocks in a stream.

His eyebrows knit together. “You look… well.” He says “well” like he wants to say “bad.” I don’t tell him he looks well too, because I’m not a great liar and I don’t know how to say It physically hurts to look at you.

“We should…” He trails off, darting his eyes forward.

I stutter a little. “Oh! Y-yes.”

I take off down the street, and he follows me, though I’m fairly certain this wasn’t the way he was headed before he ran into me.

“It’s good to see you, Frances,” he says after a too-long moment of silence.

“Thank you.”

I like to think there is a version of Oliver who would have noticed that I’m profoundly unwell. The Oliver who taught me to play poker one rainy afternoon when William was busy working, or the Oliver who left a brand-new scarf on my bed the winter I turned fourteen.

But I don’t recognize this fancy, Ivy League Oliver who wears the gentle smile on his face like a disguise. It doesn’t touch his eyes the way it used to, when the corners would scrunch up, and he’d slap his knee, laughing at whatever joke William had just told.

It’s all just as well. He doesn’t know me, either, this new Frances who has blood under her fingernails.

I no longer remember how it felt to be the Frances who wrote Oliver’s name in the margins of her schoolbooks. She would have had dozens of moony smiles to give him. I have none.

The last time I saw Oliver was at William’s funeral, where he stood somberly next to my brother’s grave, his black mourning suit worth more than what I make in six months.

Oliver’s father paid for William’s tombstone, for which I will always be grateful, despite not being able to bring myself to visit it. I sent Oliver a letter a few months back, begging for his help in finding William’s killer, but he never responded. Wealthy, educated Oliver was supposed to have been William’s best friend, but he did nothing to save my brother, and now he can do nothing to save me.

“I’m making a delivery. I’m late,” I add sharply.

“Let me accompany you.”

“I can handle it perfectly well by myself, Oliver.”

He holds up a hand and replies, “I insist,” like a gentleman. It’s unsettling that the boy who used to sneak my mother’s whiskey on the coldest nights of the year has grown up to look so natural in a suit.

On long legs, he walks next to me. I struggle to keep up beside him, fear and anger and grief simmering all the while. I can’t bring myself to look at him, because in his face I only see William, so I look at his shoes instead.

I wish he’d leave me alone.

“I’ve been meaning to come see you,” he says after a moment.

“You don’t need to do that.”

“Do what?”

“Lie to me.”

“I’m not lying, Frances. It’s been difficult. I’ve—”

I cut him off. His buttoned-up facade is too perfect. I want to poke at it. “It’s been four months, Oliver. You don’t have to pretend you still care.”

He’s visibly wounded, his sculpted face crumpling. “How could you think I don’t care? I loved William like he was my own brother. I—” He chokes on the words.

I am not interested in his excuses, today of all days. “I loved him too. How much we loved him didn’t matter in the end, though, did it?”

He shakes his head. “You can’t truly believe that.”

We pass a storefront that used to be soda fountain, and a memory briefly stops me in my tracks. I’m frozen in time, eleven years old, my socks mismatched, Oliver beside me, us both ordering vanilla ice cream, while William makes fun of us for being boring.

Oliver must see me looking at the building, because he smiles sadly and says, “They watered down their Coca-Colas, but I miss that place.”

“I’m surprised you remember it at all.”

“Why wouldn’t I remember?” His face is inches from mine. His breath lingers on my cheek. My heart races as habit forces me to lean into him. If this were the past, before William’s death, before…

I step back, push the lump down my throat. “Don’t you have new friends now? Surely you don’t dwell on your childhood friend and his kid sister.”

Now I’m being cruel. I can see it in his face. Oliver never could hide anything he was feeling.

“You have no idea what I dwell on.” A weaker boy would have looked at the ground as he said it, but Oliver’s gaze bores right into mine. He chews on the inside of his cheek and then straightens his spine. “I’m sorry to have upset you, Frances.” He reaches into his breast pocket and pulls out a small calling card printed with his name and contact information.

“I did get your letter. I’m studying at Columbia now. Please, tell me if you need anything. I’ve… I’ve missed you.” He has the audacity to smile that strange, hollow smile again.

He reaches out for the briefest moment like he means to touch me, but I recoil. I don’t take the card. I ignore the screaming part of me that wants to collapse in his arms and tell him everything. But I am four months older than the girl he once knew, and I now know how dangerous it is to love things.

“I’d best be going, Oliver.”

I pick up the pace of my steps, disappearing into the crowd, leaving him standing in silence on the busy street corner. His eyes burn into the back of my skull, but I won’t turn around.

I can’t.

I can’t think about how, after all these years, Oliver Callahan still makes me nauseous. Nor can I think about the strange way he said he missed me or the serious line of his mouth. I can’t give in to the hurt of the things he makes me remember and the things he makes me want. I have a job to do.

After looping around the block, I duck down a narrow alley between a department store and a green grocer. No one will notice a bloodied blouse thrown among the pallets, factory scraps, and rotting food.

With quick fingers, and only rats for company, I untie the ribbon and slide my blouse out, tossing it in a pile of grease-covered rags. I stare at it for a moment, wishing I felt some level of relief in being rid of it. But instead I feel annoyance. The bastard ruined my favorite blouse.

I don’t look back. I just slip out into the chaos of the streets, another faceless girl.



Seven blocks later, Mrs. Arnold’s butler answers the door to her brownstone.

I’m invited into a parlor so clean, I feel guilty sinking my boots into the carpet. The room is cloaked in forest green, filled with spindly furniture, golden mirrors, and rugs so lush it looks as if no one has ever set foot on them. A girl close to my age silently scrubs an already gleaming fireplace. I offer her a sad smile she doesn’t return. Maybe she can sense that there’s something fundamentally wrong with me now. Perhaps, after what I’ve done, I have a look about me that warns others to stay away.

I chew on the inside of my cheek, trying to think of anything but the way my scissors flew across the room last night. What if I am imagining things? I wouldn’t be the first Hallowell to lose their grip on reality. I hate that I can’t make myself feel normal, that it feels like something is crawling inside me. I can’t shake the feeling that I’ve awakened something I can’t make go away.

A few long minutes crawl by before Mrs. Arnold’s well-coifed lady’s maid appears and opens the box containing the coat. “The eighth button is a little loose, but I can fix it myself. Don’t let it happen again.”

“No, ma’am. Thank you.” I swallow the more gruesome retorts that spring to mind.

Stepping out of the mansion, it’s strange to be free of the coat that gave me so much trouble.

I wander the streets aimlessly for a while, passing factory girls dressed in shades of dingy gray, cotton caps covering their limp hair. They look hollow-eyed, and most have been working all night. Among them pass a few rich men in top hats and their fancy wives twirling satin parasols. Small boys on corners shout the latest news, and women on balconies shake out the day’s first batch of laundry. The predictable chaos gives me some semblance of comfort.

I bound across traffic to the other side of the road, leaping on deft feet over the trolley tracks that snake through the city, avoiding the horses that trot by.

If I had money, if I loved my brother less, I could use this opportunity to walk to Grand Central, board a train bound for the West, and never return. I saw a photograph once of San Francisco, and I always imagined I’d like it there. It looked like a place one could breathe. There’s never any place to breathe in this city.

But what little money I make each week goes almost entirely to my room and board. In the cigar box currently resting under my bed I have exactly two dollars and sixty-two cents. It might get me west of the Mississippi, but not much farther. I’m not sure I’d even know how to live anywhere that isn’t here.

I could stay in New York. I could run uptown, maybe Harlem? But I’d live in fear. If the police ever found me, and I’m sure they would, my fleeing and hiding would only be evidence of my guilt.

Which means I have nothing. Nowhere to hide, nowhere to run.

Girls born into tenements on the Lower East Side don’t have the privilege of being dreamers. I’ve never had romantic notions about what my life would be. I didn’t imagine it behind the bars of a jail cell, but there are worse things than prison.

Living in constant fear of the other shoe dropping would be worse.

Or maybe I’ll finally, finally get lucky; maybe I’ll convince the police of my innocence.

My only choice is to return to the shop and face what happened. But the surety doesn’t keep me from being terrified.

I steel myself and turn down Delancey Street.
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CHAPTER THREE

The sidewalk outside the shop is still swarming with police, the brass buttons on their blue uniforms polished bright.

My steps slow as I approach, and I attempt to arrange my face into an expression of innocence. I fear it only makes me look more suspicious.

“Good afternoon, officer,” I nod to a mustached man. He’s shorter than me, which is to say very short. His shoes are impeccably clean. I picture his wife shining them for him before he left for work this morning. The imagined scene almost makes me feel guilty for the lies I’m about to tell him.

I’m surprised I don’t recognize him. I know most of the officers at the local police station well by now. I’ve spent every Sunday sitting in their waiting room, picking at my cuticles until they bleed, waiting to speak to an officer about William’s case.

Our conversations are always the same, a well rehearsed theater. No, there aren’t any leads, they tell me. Next comes my line: Is there anything I can do to help? They always smile and tell me no. It fills me with a rage so strong it fuels me for the rest of the week, until I appear again the next Sunday and the anger is renewed.

I enter the shop at the officer’s heels. Mrs. Carrey and the girls must be upstairs. The police are still busy documenting evidence and speaking to one another in hushed tones. They brush for fingerprints I know will be mine, and track blood splatters on the wall, but I’d be surprised if they came to the conclusion of flying scissors.

“Miss Hallowell, yes? Your supervisor informed me you were out on a delivery. You should not have left,” he scolds, “but I’m glad to see that you’ve returned.” His beady eyes look me up and down. “I was hoping we could have a word.”

“Yes, sir.”

He pulls out the chair at Mary’s desk for me, but remains standing, his shiny shoes toe-to-toe with mine.

“Miss Hallowell,” the officer begins, clearing his throat, “I just have a few simple questions for you, very simple, all right?”

He nods his head at me like I’m a child. I nod back dumbly.

“Where were you last night?”

I pray that my face doesn’t turn red, as it always does when I am embarrassed or anxious. “I was here working in the shop until ten p.m., sir. Then I retired to the apartment upstairs.” I’m pleased to hear how steady my voice sounds.

He jots something in the narrow notepad balanced in his left hand.

“Good, very good,” he says encouragingly. “And why were you up so late?”

“I was behind on a project.” I’m grateful for one answer that isn’t a lie.

He scribbles some more.

“Did anything unusual happen when you left the shop?”

“No, sir.”

“I see, I see.” He nods, then looks up from the notepad. His eyes are no longer kind.

“And can you tell me, Miss Hallowell, why your shears were found in the victim’s neck?”

“No.” My voice cracks.

He presses further. “Well then, can you confirm, Miss Hallowell, that you were alone in this shop after hours, the same shop the deceased’s body was later found in, and can you confirm that the deceased had a”—he stops and clears his throat again—“sordid history with the ladies?”

His tone has changed dramatically; he’s speaking quickly. My palms and chest have begun to sweat.

“I don’t know what you’re implying, sir.” I sound panicked. I am panicked.

He glances at my feet, boots only partially hidden by my long black skirt.

“May I see your boots?” he asks.

I pause for a moment, pretending to be distracted by the ambulance that’s pulled up on the curb alongside the police vehicles and carriages. I wonder if the body is still here somewhere, and they’ve arrived to take it away.

I say a silent prayer to William for a moment of brilliance, a revelation that will help me out of this mess, but I know I’m finished. I’ll spend the rest of my days in prison. My life will have amounted to nothing. I want to burst into tears, fall to my knees, and beg him to spare me, but I swallow the urge. William would never have begged.

Chin up, sis. It’s all going to be all right.

I bend down slowly, reaching for the laces with shaking fingers, when the chime on the door breaks the heavy, dread-filled silence.

Still bent over, I freeze and look up.

Standing in the doorway, illuminated by the yellow morning light, are two nurses. One is young—my age perhaps, or a little older. The other is likely in her forties. They’re wearing long gray-blue dresses with straight prim white collars. Their white hats sit perfectly atop their swept-up hair, and their red-cross armbands are wrapped snugly around their upper arms. They’re both wearing elbow-length capes with straps that cross in an X at their chests. Most nurses’ capes are lined with red; theirs, however, are as black as night and unlike any I’ve seen before.

“Excuse us,” the younger one interrupts, pushing through the crowd of officers, not distressed in the slightest by the scene before her. Her voice is low and reedy, her hair so blond, it’s almost white. She moves in contrast to her older, dark-haired companion, a pale woman with a freckled face who stands next to her silently, mouth pressed in a thin line.

“We’re looking for a Miss Frances Hallowell,” the blonde demands, hands placed on her hips.

“I’m Frances Hallowell.” I’m still half-hunched, my fingers frozen on my bootlaces.

“Your test results have returned,” she trills, “and we are so terribly sorry to inform you of your tuberculosis diagnosis.”

There must be another woman named Frances Hallowell in this neighborhood, because the person they are seeking obviously isn’t me. I don’t have a cough. I haven’t been tested for anything. The last time I saw a doctor I was nine.

From the corner of my eye, I can already see the police officer inching away from me, not wanting to catch what I allegedly have.

The older nurse meets my eye and raises her eyebrows slightly, as if to say, Trust me.

I cough one pathetic little cough to communicate my understanding.

“You have been ordered to report to Haxahaven Sanitarium,” the little one continues. “This is for the safety of yourself and others. We have an ambulance waiting outside to take you now.”

“Miss Hallowell is a suspect in an ongoing investigation,” the officer finally pipes up from behind me. Somehow, with all that is currently unfolding before me, hearing out loud that I’m a confirmed suspect is what fills me the most with fear.

I don’t know who these women are or what I will encounter at this sanitarium, but if it means avoiding going to trial for murder, I will follow them wherever they wish me to go.

“No,” the blond nurse corrects the officer impatiently, “she is a patient. And the longer she remains in the city, the more people we are putting at risk.”

The older nurse finally speaks. “You’ll come with us at once, Frances.” Her voice is low and kind.

The officer stares at them both, mouth agape.

Mrs. Carrey floats into the room, her brows knit together. “Frances dear, this does explain that awful cough you’ve been having.” She glances quickly at the officer.

I nod, thankful for her one final act of protection. “Yes, ma’am. Please give the other girls my regards.”

Sadness cracks through the veneer of her professionalism, a frown tugging at her lips. “You’ll be missed.”

Without another word, the blond nurse takes me gently by the elbow and leads me outside to the waiting ambulance. It is a rickety thing, as if someone tacked a large box on the back of a Model T and painted a red cross on the side. It looks profoundly unsteady on its chest-high spoked wheels.

The older woman slides into the driver’s seat and starts the engine with ease. I’ve never seen a woman drive a machine before.

The younger one leads me to the box attached to the back of the car. It is a simple setup: two stretchers are tacked to the wall, and a few cases of what I assume are medical supplies litter the floor.

She sits down on the stretcher on the right wall and gracefully slips into a supine position, lying flat on her back.

She notices me eyeing her.

“Oh, this?” she says. “It’s much more comfortable this way. We’ve got a long drive ahead of us.”

She gestures with a slender hand to the wall opposite her. “Take a seat.”

I step into the back of the ambulance; the roof is so low, I have to keep hunched to avoid hitting my head. For a moment I consider telling the strange nurse she’s got the wrong girl, but I can’t bear to be sent back into the shop. I’m less brave than I hoped I’d be.

“Aren’t you going to lie down?” the blonde asks me.

“I’d rather sit, if that’s all right.” Lying down would make me feel more vulnerable than I already do.

“Suit yourself.” She closes her eyes and crosses her thin arms over her chest. Her black cape falls around her. She looks like Dracula in his tomb.

The Model T lurches forward, right as another police officer steps out onto the street.

“You’re still needed for questioning!” he calls. “You’re a suspect in an ongoing investigation!”

The wheels kick up dust in his red face, and his protests are swallowed by the noise of the engine.

I may have just gotten away with murder.

The back of the ambulance is open, and soon the shop, the police, and the fifteen blocks containing everything I’ve ever known shrink away into the horizon.

It’s my first time riding in an automobile.

“Where are we going?” I ask the young woman lying across from me. I’ve never been as relaxed anywhere as she manages to be in the back of an ambulance bolting through the city.

“Haxahaven. We said that part, right?” she replies breezily, her eyes still closed.

“And Haxahaven is a sanitarium for tuberculosis patients?”

“It will all make sense when you get there,” she replies with a yawn. “Now, shh. I’m trying to take a nap.”

I knock my head against the wall as I lean back in frustration “Will you tell me your name at least?” I beseech her.

“I’m Maxine. That’s Helen up front.” She sounds bored at best.

“I’m Frances,” I reply out of habit.

“Oh, honey, we know,” she replies. “Now shh.”

Do you? I want to ask. But I know when questions are unwelcome, so I chew at my nails instead.

We race through the maze of towering concrete and masses of people. Maxine remains motionless on the other side of the car, apparently deep in sleep, though I don’t know how with the deafening roar of the engine and the pitching of the wheels over the uneven road. Helen deftly maneuvers between pedestrians and horses as we snake through the chaos of Lower Manhattan. Just when I’m sure we’re about to be mowed down by a trolley, she turns, and we’re bouncing down another cobblestoned street.

Finally, we reach the Williamsburg Bridge, and I can’t help but shut my eyes and clench my jaw as we race over the polluted river. Though I know William’s body is resting in a pile of dirt in a graveyard not far from here, the dark water still makes me feel sick.

Brooklyn is quieter than Manhattan. The laundry hanging out of brownstone windows waves like flags. A silent farewell parade to my old life. I’m overtaken with an ache of sadness so deep, it penetrates my bones. One question plays in my head: What have I done? What have I done? What have I done?

Still we drive. Queens is even quieter, cloaked in trees withering with the cool of early fall. Large houses with privacy shrubs dot wide streets.

We go on for what must be nearly an hour. Nerves keep me propped up rigidly, except for my foot, which I can’t stop from bouncing. If Mrs. Carrey were here, she’d smack me with a ruler to stop. But she’s not.

The drive leaves too much time alone with my thoughts. Perhaps I have lost my grip on reality, like my mother did after William died. My mother had never been the portrait of maternal love and care, but something irreparable inside her soul snapped the day they found William’s body washed up on the shore. She sat perfectly still for three days in an armchair by our single window. I brushed out her matted hair, but I couldn’t make her eat. Rumors regarding my mother’s state burned through our apartment building like kerosene set alight by an errant match: quick and hot. Mr. Feranno upstairs wanted our apartment so his grandchildren could live below him. He wrote the authorities about my mother, said she wasn’t fit to care for herself. Then I missed a rent payment, and we were well and truly done for. From our landlord there was no forgiveness, no understanding. To him, there were only those who could pay and those who couldn’t. We could not.

They dragged my mother off to the asylum in the middle of the afternoon. She didn’t scream at all when they took her. But I did.

Finally, the ambulance begins to slow. We creep down residential streets speckled with mansions and browning gardens. To our left there’s a park, looming as large as Central Park but twice as dark and three times as overgrown, more forest than anything. It seems dimmer somehow, as if the skies this far from Manhattan are a different shade of blue.

We make one final turn down a driveway all but hidden by a canopy of live oak trees. At the bottom of the drive there is an iron gate at least eight feet high. The rest of the property, which looks to be nearly the size of a city block, is surrounded by a stone wall just as tall. The wall is old, not crumbling, but old, as if it sprung up from the earth itself.

Stuck in the ground at the base of the wall is a sign. It’s hanging lopsided on its frame, supported by a single, sad chain. The white paint is chipping, revealing layer upon layer of flaking grime. In faded black are the words:

HAXAHAVEN SANITARIUM

TURN BACK FOR THE SAFETY OF YOURSELF AND OTHERS.

An ivy plant is choking the sign, doing its very best to pull it back down to the purple-thistle-covered earth.

Helen steps out of the ambulance but the machine still rumbling. She pulls a brass key the size of her palm from the pocket of her apron and undoes the padlock on the gate.

It’s a little rude, really. If the great state of New York is going to commit me to an asylum, they could have sent me to the same one as my mother.

It’s too late to protest now, so I sit in silence as Helen reenters the driver’s seat and takes us up a narrow drive. The gate shuts behind us with a clank. When I glance back, the lock is latched once more. Then, from behind the cover of branches, an imposing building comes into view.

Like the sign, this place has seen better days. The Grecian style estate has a white facade marked by hulking columns, grayish with the decay of time and bowed, struggling to carry the weight of the roof, which looks in danger of sliding right off. There’s a lawn of weeds bordering a circular drive covered in pale pea gravel. Ivy climbs over the porch and up the columns, reaching for the dingy windows. The few white chairs placed beside the front doors look as if they might turn to dust and float away on the wind—if they don’t fall through the rotting wood of the porch first.

What’s strangest is the eerie stillness, the emptiness of the porch and front lawn. I’ve never heard of a sanitarium where patients don’t recover out of doors.

I’ve read the exposés in the papers about sanitariums. One former patient said they were experimented on. Another said they were locked inside their rooms for twenty-two hours a day. Maybe I should have let the police take me; maybe jail would have been better than this. At least prison has to give you a sentence; a sanitarium can keep you forever. Jesus, Frances, what have you done?

The ambulance halts directly in front of the crumbling steps of the porch.

I glance back at the gate; it doesn’t look as if it would be terribly hard to climb. I could make a break for it.

Maxine finally awakens. “Here already?” she mumbles.

As gracefully as she slid herself in, she slides out of the stretcher and makes a little hop to the ground. The gravel crunches beneath her boots.

I stare at her, eyes wide in terror. Why did you bring me here? I want to shout at her.

Instead, I follow her.

Squaring my shoulders, I steel myself for the horrors of a state-run sanitarium. I picture dingy gray walls, people forgotten in their rolling chairs, left alone to hack up a lung, bloodstained rags scattered across the ground like fall leaves.

Helen leaves to park the ambulance, and I follow Maxine up the ancient stairs and through the creaking white double doors.

I blink my eyes twice, trying to adjust to the sudden flood of light. Instead of blood and sickness, there are shining marble floors that soar into goliath white columns and twin staircases, sweeping elegantly up either side of the entry hall. Sparkling crystal chandeliers dot the vaulted ceiling, reflecting the light streaming in from the floor-to-ceiling diamond-pane windows, throwing rainbows all across the room. My heart stutters a beat; it’s the only sensation that keeps me from believing that I am dead and in heaven, which is apparently in Queens.

The outside of this place may look abandoned, but inside is a flurry of activity. Dozens of girls scurry about, dressed all in black from their pinafores to their knee socks to their elbow-length capes, identical to Maxine’s, fluttering behind them as they rush off to various destinations.

Maxine’s mouth hitches in a half smile.

“Welcome,” she says, with a flourish of her gloved hand, “to Haxahaven Academy.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

My mind takes a moment to catch up to what Maxine just said to me. The words “Haxahaven Academy” bounce around between my ears before I fully grasp their meaning.

“Academy?” I turn to her.

“Haxahaven Academy, yes. That’s what I said.” She’s smiling like she finds my frantic confusion comical.

“You said this was a sanitarium.”

“A most clever disguise. You’ll find we’re very clever here,” she says with a wink. If we were friends, I’d tell her to quit it with the dramatics, but we are not friends.

Girls bustling around the great hall slow a few at a time, stopping to take in the newcomer standing in their foyer. They glance at me briefly, a few mutter something to their nearby friends, and then they continue on their way.

I imagine how I must look to them, standing in their fairy-tale entryway. I wish I’d had time for a bath, or that I wasn’t still wearing a corset stained with the blood of a man I’d killed.

Helen steps in through the front door, back from parking the ambulance. She stands square and squat next to lithe Maxine. The long trip has made her hair even frizzier, and it springs from the fluffy bun atop her head as if trying to escape.

“Be nice to the poor girl, Maxine,” she scolds.

“I am being nice!” Maxine responds, offended by the very idea of her introduction lacking niceness.

“Be nice, or I’ll be the one conducting the orientation,” she says, with a small jab to Maxine’s rib cage with her elbow.

Maxine huffs out an annoyed sigh. “What’s the fun in being a witch if I can’t be a mysterious witch?”

Helen rolls her eyes and walks toward a door to the left of the entry hall.

Over her shoulder she calls, “Be nice, or I’ll tell Mrs. Vykotsky you’re not to be trusted with the next one!”

“Helen’s always so certain she knows what’s best,” Maxine whispers to me conspiratorially.

My mind whirs in an attempt to consolidate the hurricane of information dumped on me.

“You said this was an academy?” I look at her for confirmation, and she nods once, obviously annoyed that I’ve been so slow on the uptake. “Aren’t you a nurse? Where are the patients? Where do we convalesce?”

She shrugs. “We lied.”

“You lied?” The room tilts a little; my knees are weak.

“Because no one lets us take girls away for something as inconsequential as an education.”

It’s the closest thing I’ve gotten to what feels like an honest answer from her. “I left school at fourteen to work. I had no intention of returning.” The Clinton Street Public School on the Lower East Side could only be described as “brutal.” I think I must have loved learning at some point in my life, but rulers on knuckles rapped all the questions out of me a long time ago.

“And yet here we are,” Maxine replies.

“I don’t understand.”

She sighs heavily. “You’ll meet with the headmistress shortly. The whole murder-charge thing mucked up the orientation process—we had to get you out quickly.”

“Sorry about that, I didn’t have much of a choice,” I snap.

She’s disarmingly sincere as she replies, “We know.”

“How?”

“I can’t quite say. The headmistress is particular about the welcome speech she gives to the new girls. What I am allowed to tell you is that you’re safe, you’re sane, and you’re not in any trouble.” Then she turns on her heel and trots up the marble stairs.

I follow her, because my other option is to stay standing like an idiot in the entryway alone.

Maxine’s long legs carry her so quickly, I have to hurry to stay behind her, muttering frustrated little excuse-mes to the other girls as I push past them. The odd thing, I realize after a moment, is that they’re not all girls. The people in the foyer and on the staircase are women of all ages, all in the same black cape and pinafore. One woman has cropped snow-white hair; another girl of only ten or eleven passes me in a rush. A few even wear trousers. Light streams in from the windows, casting the marble hall in a glow so white, it’s almost blinding.

Maxine takes me across the second-floor landing and up another side staircase to the third floor. Here the carpet is lush and black, in contrast to the stark white of the floors below.

Only small slivers of the gold damask walls are visible. The rest is almost entirely covered with portraits, tintypes, and photographs of women.

I pass one photograph that can’t be more than a few years old of a group of girls smiling and laughing with their arms thrown around one another in front of a lake. It hangs next to a portrait of a very stern-looking woman wearing an Elizabethan collar.

It’s unclear where the girls on the stairs and in the entryway were headed, but it wasn’t here; the halls upstairs seem to be abandoned except for Maxine and me.

A flash of movement from the corner of my eye makes me jump. With a gasp, I bring my hand to my chest, as a tabby cat emerges from the dark corner, a still-flapping moth in her mouth and a self-satisfied look in her eye.

“They’re everywhere,” Maxine says in response to my startle.

“Cats?”

“Yes, the cats.”

“Intentionally?”

“Not particularly. They keep the moths at bay and most don’t scratch too badly. The black one in the kitchens bites, though.”

The tabby retreats with her prize back into the shadows, and I follow Maxine down the hall.

We pass door after wooden door, until finally she stops at one painted with an elegant 11.

“This will be your room,” Maxine says.

Despite Maxine’s assurances of safety, I’m still confused and upset. I’ve been taken from my home, my job, and told I am to live at this strange school full of strange women. The thought of my mother sitting alone and without visitors in the asylum makes me sick. It’s not Maxine’s fault. It’s not anyone’s fault but Mr. Hues’s, but knowing that doesn’t stop the waves of anger.

Maxine pushes the door open. Upon first glance, I am reminded of the apartment above the dress shop. Four beds, two on each side, pushed against the walls, but unlike the cheap iron bedsteads of the shop apartment, these are hand-carved wooden canopy beds.

Like the hallway, the carpet in this room is a lush black that contrasts beautifully with the gold vanity positioned at the far side of the room. The wallpaper is the same as the hallway. It must be the nicest room I’ve ever been in.

“Here is your bed.” Maxine waves toward the bed closest to us on the left side of the room. “I trust you’ll find all you need here. The fall uniform is laid out for you already, and you’ll find four more hanging in the wardrobe. Shoes are under the bed. The rest of the girls will show you where everything else is kept.”

“All right.”

“I suspect you’re exhausted. After my first outburst, I slept for three days, thought my head was going to explode with the pain of it. Some girls are out for a week. I’ll let you rest.”

She makes her way for the door.

“Outburst—” I blurt.

She turns to face me, her eyebrows raised in a question.

I’m suddenly very angry with Maxine and all of her sly smiles. “It wasn’t my fault. I don’t know how the scissors ended up in his neck, but I didn’t put them there.”

Maxine sighs. “Mrs. Vykotsky will explain everything.”

“I’m not going to jail, then?” Speaking the words feels dangerous, as if somehow, by acknowledging that I am a person who belongs in prison, I make it real.

Maxine laughs and turns to exit the room. “Not yet!” she calls on her way out the door.

And then I am alone.

I walk to the bed, my bed, and thumb over the uniform someone’s laid out for me. A black cotton blouse that puffs out a little before coming in at the elbows, with a black pinafore laid on top. There’s a pair of black woolen knee socks, a coil of black velvet ribbon for my hair, and my very own cape, the same as everyone else’s. I trail my fingers over the clothing; the quality of the fabric and the construction is extraordinary.

What I’m most thrilled about, however, are the undergarments. Three perfect corsets accompanied by silk chemises nicer than anything I’ve ever owned. The thought of ripping my bloodstained corset off fills me with such relief, I choke out an elated laugh into the empty room.
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