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To Oliver Julius Womack Via




There was a boy who used to sit in the twilight and listen to his great-aunt’s stories.


She told him that if he could reach the place where the end of the rainbow stands he would find there a golden key.


‘And what is the key for?’ the boy would ask.


‘What is it the key of? What will it open?’


‘That nobody knows,’ his aunt would reply.


‘He has to find that out.’


GEORGE MACDONALD,


The Golden Key (1867)




Who has not experienced the burning heat of the sun that precedes a summer’s shower?


EUNICE FOOTE,


‘Circumstances Affecting the Heat of the Sun’s Rays’ (1856)




CHAPTER ONE
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There are many ways of getting lost. Breadcrumbs can sink into the snow, be eaten by rooks.


You can be sucked in by the marshes, lose your way on the flatlands. Be spirited away from the narrow footpaths. You could get confused at the imagined frontier of impenetrable dusk that hangs over the Fens, lose sight of the realm of the tangible.


Samuel Moncrieff had never been lost. For as long as he could remember he had been graced with the intuition that, if you got lost, you might never come back.


It almost happened once. He felt it, a strange force that pulled at him from the lane that cut between the flatlands. He had gone out for a walk; he could smell the cold, the wet leaves. The little shoots of frozen grass crunched under his feet, and the ground was white with frost.


Ahead of him, the dark agricultural fenland stretched, eerily flat. For a second the world had lost some of its gravity, its weight.


He felt suddenly alert, and turned back, pulling with all his might.


He could not blame the fog, for it happened in that uncertain November twilight, impossibly heavy under its many layers of dusk. One step out of place, that’s all it would have taken. Later, he would hear the expression ‘being pixie-led’; but he himself had no words for such a portent, not then at least. Except for the notion of falling into an inescapable void, the unmistakable sensation of darkness advancing in his direction, intent on devouring him. Like drowning in a pool of stagnant water.


That day, the day he had almost got lost.


Was that the day he first saw it, the ruined house that had haunted his childhood dreams?


The dismal construction had been such a fixture of his nightmares for so many years, and yet had disappeared all of a sudden as soon as he put Norfolk behind him, went off to be educated. Almost every night he had traversed its corridors, looked up at the sky through the collapsed ceiling, dreading, always dreading the approach to that mouldy room at the passage’s end. The house stood on a flat stretch of yellow land. The formal garden had run wild, overgrown, and he could hear a faint murmur of water. Some of the outer walls were blackened, and part of the ceiling was gone. The dim light, flat as the land itself, drew endless unmoving shadows.


It was a hollow carcass, home to foxes and mice, and to the jackdaws that flew to and fro around its triangular gables. Branches were overhanging the opened rooms, the floors covered in brown dirt, stones, broken pieces of flint. The dreary salons and bedchambers were all livid with mould, so that the fireplaces looked as if they had been painted in many shades of green by a madman. Ivy had crept in through the windows, and fungi of many different colours, shockingly vibrant, spread their silent empire over the walls, painting maps to unknown realms.


The house spoke of lives coming to abrupt ends, of broken promises. It spoke of endless possibilities, both seen and unseen. Its layers of unmoving time made him uneasy: there was something odd, slightly off-key. You could not hear the birds, the wind rustling. Like a place neither here nor there.


* * *


Why had it reappeared now, after all these years, with the inopportune insistence of a long-lost friend one has no time for?


He knew, deep down, what the house meant. A place to escape to, it came back to him during those first feverish hours without Viola, with its faint aura of a long-lost memory; the river accident had triggered its return. Just as mould and decay covered its imagined walls, so the memory of the house had silently conquered his nightmares, leaving no place for Viola, for the treacherous Isis.


What Sam could not remember was whether the building was a true memory, or something that he had imagined, part of some vivid childhood make-believe, a long-forgotten game of hide-and-seek with the shadows. He had no recollection of the property existing in this world. But then, he had been there once, had he not? He could not simply have imagined it, not in all its sumptuous decaying detail.


Samuel Moncrieff had never been lost, and had never wanted to be. It was different now.


* * *


Sam’s arrival in London coincided with the first signs of Christmas. Little lights charmed passers-by from behind cloudy shop windows, and Albert trees sprouted here and there. The festivities welcomed him with their air of a season out of time, and came and went quickly; a sad, subdued affair.


‘Samuel, my boy. The only thing we ought to concern ourselves with is your health. I have instructed Mrs Brown to provide for your every need.’ Sam’s godfather, Charles Bale, had a house in Saffron Hill Road, a large number of friends associated with the Spiritualist cause, and too much time on his hands. His robust disposition, cheerful eyes and fondness for amusing company were at odds with his prominent position in one of those societies occupied with exploring the darkest corners of our universe. Bale was one of the most senior members of The New Occultist Defence League, funded some years previously to ‘defend those interested in Spiritual communion from the misunderstanding or aggravation caused by the non-Spiritualist-minded’. Showing a rare delicacy, the older man had not been inquisitive about the tragic accident that had brought Sam to his door. He had asked no questions, and demanded no answers. And so Sam had the chance to gather his breath. London, even if looked out upon from a window, did not look back at him with reproach: a welcome change. College life lay behind him, forever gone. He was capable of admitting that much to himself.


A few weeks after Sam’s arrival, the Queen’s passing changed the mood of the capital once more. To his godfather’s delight, advertisements now kept sprouting everywhere for lectures on Mesmerism in working men’s clubs, or for assemblies and raffles to gather funds for séances. Victoria’s death had suddenly rekindled the interest in their dusty cause: most of the papers proclaimed new ghostly sightings and bewildering phenomena, usually involving the departed monarch.


‘Who knows?’ Charles took to saying with a smile. ‘Her Majesty may, even now, be looking at us from The Beyond.’


Most visitors to Saffron Hill Road interpreted the black ribbon on Sam’s arm as a mark of respect for Victoria, and he did not set them right. He often heard Charles and his friends discussing what they called the Queen’s ‘promotion’, and admiring the symbolism of her final journey: the crowds in dark mourning, the bright white horses. The monarch had famously made all the preparations herself, in accordance with her well-known interest in the fanfare of death.


Sam avoided seeing the ominous procession. The incident in the river, still an open wound in his mind, meant that he was not in a humour to witness such an event. And then there was the house: the crumbling walls, soft with lichen; the dense silence welcoming him back. At night he turned in bed left and right, until a feverish sleep found him. And what came to his rescue but this ruin, this thing? It was all there again; so unreal, so recognisable, bringing back no memories, but dark premonitions from the past. Then nothing: his mind filled with black water. Sam longed for only one thing: a night of untroubled sleep. It was one of his uncle’s Spiritualist gazettes that proposed the notion, imbued with dark meaning, of what might be happening, bringing to mind at once the ruined house, the river, Viola, as a melange of connected possibilities:


TWENTIETH-CENTURY CURE. MAGNETISM IS LIFE!
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MARVELLOUS CURES.


ALL SUFFERERS FROM LOSS OF MEMORY, SADNESS, AND ALL NERVOUS AILMENTS, INCLUDING SLEEP ILLNESSES


Sleep illness. Could that be his affliction?


What he needed wasn’t a cure for his nightmares, but a potion to help him forget. He knew people who had wandered down to the canalside in Oxford, where the slow Chinese barges sometimes came up from London. They had spoken to him of medicines that could calm the busiest brain, but for some reason he had always rejected these out of hand. What he ought to do was give himself over to the dedicated task of changing the fog inside his head for the London fog, like a self-induced trance. But he wondered: would he be able to do that alone, or would he need a light to guide him? Samuel Moncrieff felt irrevocably lost, for the first time in his life.


* * *


It was in this particular mood that Sam re-encountered his Oxford friends Frederick Edgington and James Woodhouse. They passed each other one morning on a busy street during one of Sam’s endless wanderings without direction, zigzagging through the labyrinth of the city. Someone shouted his name and he stopped, unsure if this was happening in real life, or if the sound was coming from somewhere further away, the ruins of his vivid dreams. It was only Freddy, and Viola’s cousin, Jim. They greeted each other, Freddy rather more warmly than quiet Jim. They both wore black armbands. For the Queen? For Viola, in Jim’s case? It was impossible to know, and Sam preferred to avoid the issue. Shortly afterwards they were partaking of a hearty lunch in the booth of a Holborn tavern, thick with wolfish lawyers and monkish clerks. Sam half-listened to Frederick’s assertion that he wasn’t in London illicitly, far from it. His tutor, it appeared, had contracted such severe melancholia after the passing of the monarch that he had taken an indefinite leave of absence, and Freddy had been left to his own devices.


‘Taken to his bed, if you please! And so here I am, waiting on what they decide to do with me. A lost Hilary term is the least of it,’ he explained, smiling through his pork pie. Sam said nothing, and took a long draught of his ale. He eyed Jim over his cloudy glass, thankful that Viola’s cousin had chosen not to mention the recent events. Jim had given no explanation for why he had come to the capital. Thankfully, they both seemed to have reached the tacit agreement of allowing Freddy to speak to his heart’s content.


‘And what do you gentlemen intend to do?’ asked Sam.


‘Dine in style, get acquainted with pretty young things, enjoy the theatres and music halls.’


After dinner they walked down to the river, and on the embankment they took a tram to the Lambeth Road, where stood one of the seedy establishments upon which Freddy bestowed his patronage. The bright lights of the Waterloo Variety poured their inconsiderate gaudiness over everything, even Sam’s misery. He felt dreadful, seeing the theatre for what it really was. The velvet curtains were black with grime, the floor was littered with cigarette ends. People were loudly chatting, drinking, smoking, clapping. They were coarse people, biting hard on their cigars and laughing too loudly, sipping the bright gilt liquid as they crashed their cheap champagne glasses together. The light and the smoke hung in the air like a shroud. Sam sucked deeply on a cigar he didn’t want, and observed the young women: mostly chancers clad in imitations of expensive outfits, with make-up covering their faces like a carnival mask, and smiles showing rotten teeth. Out of the corner of his eyes Jim moved here and there, talking to people, never going very far from Sam, hovering around him.


But Freddy had correctly judged the effect this place might have on his friend’s sinking spirits. Barely an hour after crossing the Waterloo’s threshold, Sam was sipping his third glass of sparkling alcohol (it would be a sin to call it champagne). He was convinced that he wouldn’t stay long, that nothing could possibly fill the emptiness inside him; the emptiness from which, before Viola, he had been so blissfully free. But he forced himself to drink up. He allowed Freddy to guide him backstage, where he was introduced to a number of chorus girls. Everywhere there were smiles and noise and thick lavender smells and big teeth. Among the noise, the cigarettes and the pots of cold cream, alcohol and other drugs flowed freely, and he accepted another drink. It was brandy. A little smile tried very hard to curve Sam’s mouth, almost succeeding. He had forgotten this, but he remembered now: there existed very few pains, great or small, that the London night could not muffle.


* * *


It would be backstage at the theatre, of all places, where he would come to meet her, this particular girl who mildly intrigued him. He grew used to finding her in the dressing room, standing very straight among the comings and goings. What had struck him was how elegant she looked under the old-fashioned gas lamps, but he had also detected something slightly off-key about her, something that didn’t quite ring true. She was a seamstress who appeared never to mend anything. No, it wasn’t that, exactly. She was a seamstress who looked like somebody dressed up as a seamstress: the neatness of her clothing, the ‘correctness’ of her demeanour, like a child playing at a profession. One evening, to his surprise, he found the girl sneaking into one of the managers’ offices, opening the door after a careful inspection of the corridor.


Curiosity won over, and Sam moved slowly towards the slightly opened door to peep inside. The seamstress was diligently going through a sheaf of papers. What could she be doing? Sam’s logical assumption was that she was looking for something to steal.


He pushed the door open and slowly entered.


‘May I ask what you’re doing, miss?’ he interrupted her.


To his surprise she didn’t have the grace to act like someone caught red-handed. On the contrary, she seemed vexed to see him.


‘And you, sir?’ came the astonishing answer. Perhaps even more astonishing was the clear-cut authority of her response. Sam hadn’t had the chance to speak to her and her looks had made him expect an accent of some sort.


‘Excuse me? It is you who have crept in here like a sneak, rummaging in this poor fellow’s private documents.’


To his surprise, the young woman rolled her eyes, sighed deeply, and composed the shadow of a patient smile.


‘I am sorry, I truly have no time for this,’ she said, and instantly resumed her search. Sam felt unsure how to continue. That wasn’t the reaction he had expected.


‘My dear woman! May I remind you that this is a private office? I will have no compunction in calling a constable right now!’


The false seamstress stopped what she was doing, turned to look at him, and said:


‘Sir, you are misinterpreting this scene wildly; you know nothing of what is going on here.’


‘Then, pray, illuminate me,’ he said, his voice slightly mocking her. She looked briefly amused, but the emotion passed over her face like a cloud, as she appeared to consider his proposition.


‘Again, I am sorry, but that would mean breaking my clients’ right to their privacy.’


‘Your clients?’ This threw Sam off balance for a moment. Surely she did not mean the women whose clothes she pretended to mend? Sam sighed heavily. ‘I’m afraid you leave me no alternative.’


‘Where are you going?’


‘To find a constable!’


She walked slowly in his direction, shaking her head left and right, as if she were deeply saddened by something, or as if she were his governess and he a little errant child.


‘Then you leave me no alternative either,’ she said, and before Sam could react, the infuriating young woman had delivered a blow to the lower part of his neck that rendered him expertly unconscious.


* * *


It was all over the papers: the third under-manager of the Waterloo Variety had been operating a white-slavery operation from the theatre, serving rich men, and preying on the young female entertainers. Definitive proof had been unearthed, in the form of a couple of coded notebooks detailing the grim transactions, and the man and his accomplice were now behind bars, awaiting trial.


The atmosphere backstage at the Waterloo was ecstatic, with many bottles of authentic champagne opened and consumed. The mysterious seamstress, however, was nowhere to be seen, and had not been seen since the night of their peculiar encounter. Sam had not cared to share with anyone how he had really come to be unconscious. The others had put it down to alcoholic excess, and he had let them think exactly that. He had woken up in the corridor, under the worried gaze of some of the girls fussing over him. What he couldn’t see anywhere was his attacker.


The vanishing of the woman shouldn’t have been so remarkable; people were coming and going from the place all the time. But Sam’s curiosity had been piqued after their unexpected exchange. And if he was already curious, he was much more so when none of the girls admitted to ever having met her. A seamstress? Here? They explained how they did all their mending themselves. But Sam had seen them talking to her—why were they lying? The more he asked, the more he confronted a combination of shrugged shoulders, looks askance, and the notion that people were trying to avoid the issue. And, as so often happens, the more rebuffs that came his way, the more compelled he felt to find out the truth. Surely he had not invented her.


Or had he?


Was she another vivid dream? Was he going mad, perhaps?


Freddy proposed his own theory one evening over pints of cloudy ale:


‘Do you think she might have been a ghost? You know, the ghost of a seamstress who used to work here, or in the Alhambra? But there are too many ghosts in the Alhambra, everyone knows that! So maybe there was no place for her, and she had to come down here instead.’


‘Lord, Freddy, I’ve no idea.’


But his friend had made him curious. What if he were indeed sensitive to these oddities of nature, as his uncle had mildly suggested after his arrival in London? He decided to explain the situation to Charles; the old man was, when it came down to it, the expert on unexplained presences. According to his uncle, nothing made one more prone to pick up on these hidden currents than closeness to death, or the sudden loss of someone beloved. Sam had tried to drop the subject; he could not think of anything more ghastly than coming into contact with a deathly version of his former beloved: Viola pointing a skeleton finger in his direction.


Sam quickly summarised the story of the vanishing young woman whom apparently only he had seen one morning, over his kippers and buttered toast.


‘My suggestion, Samuel, would be to attend a séance.’


‘A séance?’


‘We can try to make contact with this mysterious creature, or else ask guidance from an all-seeing spirit.’


Charles got up, rummaged through his recent correspondence, and put a piece of paper in front of Sam. It was a playbill, and it read as follows:


MADAME FLORENCE WAYFARER,


the Californian Psychic, has returned from America, and will be in London for another season.


SÉANCES HELD ON


Thursday evenings, 7.30 for 8, at 135 Gower Street, W.C.


‘An American medium?’


‘The Fox sisters were American!’ Charles beamed, choosing to ignore, as always, the scandal on his religion that Margaret Fox’s confession had brought. But then he frowned, and grumbled: ‘In any case, this new science originated in the New World!’


Perhaps Charles had been right all along; perhaps Viola’s death had heightened his sensibility somehow. He could not remember clearly what had happened on the river. He just had a persistent feeling of dread; he felt as if he was chewing death all the time. He also dreamt of the house every night, and woke up not knowing where he was, or who he was. Something needed to be done.


* * *


Two weeks later, on one of those cloudy evenings when it looked like the sky was deciding whether to rain or not, Sam set aside his book, and started getting ready to attend his first séance. At the agreed time he came down to find Charles even more nervous than usual. The older man kept looking through one of the little windows to the side of the main door, adjusting and readjusting his cravat with shaking fingers. Sam peeped out discreetly.


An odd-looking beggar was standing on the other side of the pavement, leaning against the street lamp. He was big as a bear, clad in strange old-fashioned robes, with a long mat of grey hair covering his shoulders. The amber light of the lamp projected his long, amorphous shadow.


They left the house. The street was completely empty by then, and the redbrick buildings around them shone, wet with the light evening drizzle that had decided to fall. Charles kept looking left and right, and Sam sensed that the older man would be grateful for any topic to discuss.


‘Have you ever been to one of this American’s séances before?’


Charles turned to face him, and fixed his eyes on Sam’s.


‘You are so young, Samuel. So young and full of life.’


This took Sam by surprise. If only his uncle knew how he felt when someone mentioned youth and life in the same sentence. A few months earlier, Sam would have smiled with the true detachment of youth, not really feeling any pain, any loss, any fear. Now all he could think of was Viola.


They climbed into Sam’s car in silence and set off. The machine vibrated like a consumptive in a coughing fit, as if ready to die at any moment.


‘Sam, I have been meaning to talk to you.’


‘Yes?’


‘I am most impressed at your recovery. Health and occupation are the main purveyors of a happy mind! Have you had any inkling of what you might want to do next?’


Sam had feared this conversation, but he was prepared for it.


‘Mind you, you are welcome to stay as long as you want!’


‘I had the notion of preparing myself to climb some mountain,’ Sam cut in, in the face of Charles’s embarrassed look.


‘Very good! Train the body and the spirit will look after itself. The most important thing is to be able to control the dark impulses—’


Sam had a private, interior laugh. Was his uncle serious? Was he preaching against dark and fanciful notions, while taking him to a séance, of all things?


‘Let the work of the day tire you so that you fall into a black well when you go to sleep,’ continued the older man. A cloud passed over Sam’s mind; what did his uncle know about his nightmares? Perhaps he shouted in his dreams. Did he shout about the ruined house, about Viola, about the ghostly seamstress?


Charles imparted some more of this kind of vague, Spiritualist-magazine advice during their drive to Gower Street, while Sam nodded and uttered agreements in all the right places. They reached their destination shortly after half past seven. A maid opened the door for them, and they were shown into a parlour. The room was in half-darkness, and what light there was twisted the aspidistras at the other end into fantastical shapes. Sam weighed up his surroundings, an old habit from a time when he used to pick fights in taverns. Entrances and exits.


Two members of the Gower Street Circle were greeting the guests: serious Miss Clare Collins, a poised young black woman with a shocking streak of white in her hair, and a Scot, Thomas Bunthorne, whom Sam had met previously. Charles greeted both of them, and introduced Miss Collins to Sam:


‘My dear boy, here you have the most faithful group of devotees in the whole of London!’ he announced, and Miss Collins laughed heartily, as though Charles had said something truly amusing. Sam felt as if he had missed a trick.


‘How do you do, Miss Collins?’ he offered.


‘Sam, Miss Collins here will direct the séance,’ Charles explained.


‘But I thought—’


Charles and Miss Collins smiled at Sam’s confusion.


‘Don’t worry, Mr Moncrieff. Madame Florence is the one you have come to see tonight, and you will see her. She will lock herself in that cabinet,’ Miss Collins explained, signalling an imposing piece of black mahogany furniture at the other end of the room. Sam was unpleasantly reminded of an oversized coffin. ‘From there she will summon the spirits, but I will direct the questions from the table.’


The rest of the small gathering was completed by a little plump woman in a worn-out gown who kept wringing her hands, and a distinguished-looking lady dressed in heavy mourning regalia, sitting on a chair with the aloof air of not needing to talk to anyone. Sam noted that Charles greeted her coldly, in a manner suggesting that he must have known her in passing, but he did not offer an introduction. Mr Woodbury, an elderly bookseller whom Sam had seen sometimes in Charles’s house, arrived shortly before the proceedings began.


He had not expected to see the medium before the séance, but Madame Florence appeared in the dimly lit room. She moved like a graceful hostess, talking to everyone, quite as if she were about to announce dinner instead of a meeting with the dead. She was not at all as Sam had expected: he had pictured a plump spinster, an earthly matron surrounded by a group of admiring fools.


‘Madame Florence,’ said Charles, ‘may I introduce Mr Samuel Moncrieff?’


She extended a heavily bejewelled hand in his direction, and Sam bent down to kiss it. He had the impression that she was sizing him up, and that she was happy with what she saw. Madame Florence seemed to be a woman who made sure her partialities were understood. She had deep, intense green eyes, which seemed to pierce through his skull and communicate hidden meanings.


‘Are you a believer, Mr Moncrieff? Or will I have a problem with you?’


Her directness disarmed him for a second. She must have noticed the slight bewilderment in his eyes, for she added:


‘I’m only joking! Please excuse me. It’s just that I can smell a non-believer from miles away.’


‘Madame Florence, if I may—’ he started. ‘I am new to Spiritualism, and there are still certain things that perplex me. One question, for example. If mediumship is a service, as the members of your religion proclaim, pray inform me on one point. I do not quite understand why these people have to pay to be here.’


‘Sam!’ Charles looked horrified.


‘Don’t worry, Mr Bale. Nothing gives me more pleasure than dispelling these little malicious and unfounded myths about my profession. Let’s put your assertion to the test, Mr Moncrieff. Do you see that lady?’ She pointed at the woman in the worn-out dress. ‘She came to see me days ago. She needed help, solace. I could not turn her down. Of course, she could not afford to pay for my services, but she needed them nonetheless. People have their pride, Mr Moncrieff, even the less fortunate among us.’ She fixed him with an icy stare, as if daring him to take up the issue with her. ‘She is a very talented milliner, and has promised to make me a new summer hat in lieu of payment. I have accepted. It is more than fair, and I only fear that I shall be benefiting much more than her in the exchange.’


Her honesty was refreshing, he thought. Sam noticed that his uncle had moved away, with a wounded look.


‘That is very generous of you,’ he said.


‘And that man over there…’ To Sam’s surprise she pointed to Mr Woodbury, who was conducting what looked like an agitated exchange with Thomas Bunthorne. ‘As well as being a celebrated vegetarian, and a significant figure in the temperance movement, he happens to want to study my psychic powers. Perhaps even to shame me as a fraud!’ She suppressed a little laugh. ‘Anyway, I cannot charge him for attending this gathering in his pursuit of scientific knowledge! You are in safe hands, Mr Moncrieff. I assure you he will scrutinise everything that happens here this evening.’


To her amusement, he didn’t know what else to say.


‘Pray, excuse me, I had better prepare myself,’ Madame Florence cut off. ‘A psychic expert and a non-believer!’ she laughed. ‘I have to offer an excellent performance tonight, don’t you think?’ and she walked away from him.


* * *


The séance would turn out to be rather a theatrical affair. There was an argument that there had been a particular design in mind to be extrapolated from each affectation, as if a stage manager from the Waterloo Variety had been in attendance in Gower Street that night. Sam’s recent exposure to the bright lights and painted faces of the theatre did to a degree recall what had transpired in the candlelit parlour, even though the effect had been the exact opposite: if the chorus girls and comic singers and magicians tried to please and enchant, then Madame Florence’s purpose was none other than to introduce a sense of the uncanny into the lives of her sitters.


The first thing that he had learnt from the experience was that raising the dead seemed to be a tedious business. He couldn’t tell how long ago Madame Florence had entered the dark mahogany cabinet, where she had allowed Mr Bunthorne to tie her up and lock her away. She had been left unable to move, but had been smiling faintly, like a heroine accepting her sacrifice. So far there had been no sign of Kitty, Madame Florence’s spirit-guide, and the sitters avoided looking at each other as much as possible. Sam’s concentration faltered, and he tried to focus on anything, but found nothing.


And then it appeared, all of a sudden, clarifying itself in his mind’s eye as the one thing he truly feared: the ruined little manor house, with the capricious moss in its walls, so wrong and so abundant, as if it had a will of its own; the decayed abandoned structure left to rot as if it hid a horrible secret.


Sam shook the image away, and his hand left the circle momentarily to readjust his cravat, an unwitting gesture. Miss Collins directed a furious look in his direction. His hand darted back to the table, and he responded to the woman’s disapproving look with an apologetic nod.


The reality was that not much was happening. How many in that parlour were starting to feel cheated? From what Charles had explained, guaranteed hand or face materialisation was assured with this medium. The group was not even breathing in unison, and whatever concentration they had managed at the beginning, there was no sign of it now. The milliner was trying to muffle her uneven gasps; she seemed frankly agitated and on the verge of tears. The old lady, a Mrs Ashby, looked frankly cross, as if she were being made to lose a perfectly good evening among a group of fools.


It suddenly struck him what a hideous business was now being conducted in that candlelit room. He saw the ‘parlour game’ for what it really was: they were inviting the dreadful shadows of the dead to join them; unknown presences that, he feared, would be anything but angelic if they were truly to show themselves, even though he did not believe such apparitions possible. He wondered vaguely about Madame Florence’s safety inside the cabinet.


He tried to recall the exact lyrics of the hymn they had sung at the beginning of the séance; ghastly, horrid words, made all the more horrid for they sounded like a children’s rhyme:


Hand in hand with angels; some are out of sight,


Leading us unknowing into paths of light;


Some soft hands are covered from our mortal grasp,


Soul in soul to hold us with a firmer clasp.


And then it happened, three knocks.


That was what Miss Collins had told them to wait for.


One. Two. Three.


Next to him, Mrs Ashby swallowed a scream.


Sam saw all eyes turn towards the cabinet where Madame Florence sat alone inside, arms and legs tied, inducing her trance.


Without a word Miss Collins got up, and moved towards the heavy piece of furniture. She turned the key, and the door of the cabinet creaked slowly open. The mahogany interior was as black as a deep cave. That could not be; they had all seen Madame Florence sitting on a little stool placed inside the diminutive interior, no hidden depths. Miss Collins resumed her seat at the table, and for a moment nothing else happened.


Something moved inside the cabinet. And then they all saw her.


The figure revealed itself, little by little, as they heard the rustle of a dress, distinguished a face. Or was it a trick of the light? Madame Florence was completely still. The light condensed around her, changed shape, and this pale and flat whiteness shone a little, reflecting her sombre features.


Each and every one of the sitters had encountered death, witnessed how it subtly changes the features of loved ones, turning them into wrong versions of their living selves. Putrefaction settles at once on a corpse, and hollowness imposes itself on the face, altering it almost at once, shockingly definitive. Madame Florence’s face was changed in such a manner. It was the same face they had all seen thirteen minutes earlier, entering the cabinet. But it was also a corrupted version of it.


And then Sam realised. Surely the medium was— dead?


He got up with a jerk, his chair falling behind him with a loud clatter. Miss Collins flared up.


‘You can’t break the circle! What do you think you are doing, young man?’


He resented her calling him that—surely she was barely older than he was!


‘Mr Moncrieff! If you do not sit down now I will have to ask you to leave!’ she insisted.


‘Miss Collins, for goodness’ sake! Madame Florence is in obvious distress!’


Madame Florence shifted, as if on cue.


‘You see? Madame is fine. Now, sit!’ Miss Collins indicated, as if talking to a poodle. Sam found his chair, and sat down. He felt his cheeks burning.


‘Dear one? Is Kitty here?’ asked Miss Collins, closing her eyes and rolling her head. Sam was no longer sure what he was witnessing. His detachment from the proceedings was faltering at an alarming speed.


‘Kitty, dear one! Are you here?’ insisted the woman.


Then something took place, of which there would be several accounts later on: contradictory, embellished, truthful. Impossible.


In plain view of all those present, Madame Florence shrank.


The woman’s body lost its gravitas, as a child’s balloon loses air; her small hands disappeared up her frilly sleeves, freeing themselves from the ropes as they did so, and the skin of her deathly face sank further into her cheeks, transforming her into a veritable skeleton. Unexpectedly, this uncanny vision started to levitate, and moved, hands free of the ropes, slowly manoeuvring itself out of the cabinet. The medium’s old-fashioned dress, the full black skirt, the sleeves, hung loosely around her, a shell; her face had changed beyond recognition, impossibly wrinkled, as white as paper among the expensive black frills.


Charles gagged as the floating figure approached the table. The stench it spread was overpowering and sweet and incoherent. It put one in mind of wet, freshly turned earth. It put one in mind of the metallic smells of a hunt, when the powder and the blood and the fear mix together.


Miss Collins grabbed the hands of the two people next to her, and pressed them hard, instructing the others to do the same. Sam could sense the alarm in her voice when she spoke next.


‘Who are you? Who is here with us? Are you friend or foe?’


The medium, levitating a few feet from the floor, her arms extended and her head lopsided, opened her eyes, and they were dark and deep as a well, as a cave, as the waters of the Isis.


‘Speak! Friend or foe?’ Miss Collins insisted bravely.


The figure was sweating what looked like a muddy liquid. She opened her mouth to reveal an engorged tongue.


‘Fff—’ came the dark black voice.


‘Foe…?’


‘Of course she is! What a stupid question!’ exploded an indignant Mr Woodbury.


‘What do you want with us? Why are you here? Tell us!’


The medium’s ghastly doppelgänger turned to stare at Sam, and spoke again.


‘Fffff —’


‘Foe, yes, foe, what do you want to tell us—?’ interrupted Miss Collins, to which Madame Florence, or whatever had taken possession of her, exploded:


‘FLORA!’


After uttering that word she fell heavily onto the floor. Sam and the milliner got up, and both rushed to her. When Sam knelt by her side Madame looked normal again, her old self miraculously restored; but a faint green mist, like fairy dust, seemed to be leaving her mouth. Hell-breath.


All the sitters were now getting up with trembling movements.


‘Is Flora someone you have lost?’ ventured Miss Collins in Sam’s direction, trying to salvage whatever she could from such an unexpected turn of events.


But Sam wasn’t listening; that farce had gone too far. All his attention was directed at Madame Florence.


‘Water, now, please,’ he ordered.


‘I was told not to attend a séance in Lent. I should have listened …’ murmured the milliner, the longest sentence she had uttered all night.


‘Mr Moncrieff!’ Miss Collins insisted. ‘Do you know anyone called Flora? Is she someone you lost? Pray tell us, I beg you! This is a circle of trust!’


‘What are all these theatrics?’ protested Mr Woodbury. ‘Is this everything? No flutes and ghostly hands playing levitating violins? No Kitty and her flowers?’


‘For goodness’ sake, Mr Woodbury!’ cried an offended Thomas Bunthorne. ‘We have seen a full-figure levitation here tonight! Perhaps for the first time in British Spiritualist history! What on earth more do you want, my good man?’


Sam found himself agreeing with Mr Bunthorne. Did that mean he was a believer now? He was only sure of one thing: Woodbury was a fool.


Mrs Ashby got up unexpectedly, and headed resolutely for the door. Sam noticed that she exchanged a look with Charles, who also looked yellowish, as if he were about to vomit.


‘Mrs Ashby! Please, wait!’ said Miss Collins. ‘We ought to sing another hymn, to thank the spirits for the successful deliverance of our friend.’


‘Excuse me, but my business here is done,’ answered the old lady with an unexpected American twang. ‘I’m sure you can sing without me.’


‘But—’


‘I’m sorry, Miss Collins, but I have seen enough of— this.’ The woman waved her hand vaguely. ‘I will personally see that your circle is amply compensated, and will give you the necessary funds to settle Madame Florence in England with immediate effect.’


Miss Collins lost her tongue for a second, but quickly composed a professional smile.


‘That is most generous, madam.’


Mrs Ashby opened the door, and was gone in a second.
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