
  
    [image: Ghost Doll]
  


  
    
      Wiping tears from her eyes, Emily got off the bed and gasped. Olivia was suspended in the air, about feet above her cradle, floating without any obvious cause. The infant flailed her tiny arms and legs to no effect, and her face shone bright red as she screamed with all her might. Emily screamed too, even louder, as she ran to save her child.
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        Boston – June 29, 1885 – 2:17 AM

      

      

      Emily O’Sullivan pushed her husband away. “I said, no!”

      Patrick rolled off onto his side of the bed and kept going, landing on the floor with a thud. She didn’t want sex—hadn’t wanted it for a while—especially now, when she still felt sore after the long and painful birth last week of their firstborn, Olivia. Plus, Patrick was drunk as a skunk and smelled worse.

      Moreover, Emily was exhausted. Martha, Patrick’s bulldog-faced mother, had come supposedly to help with the baby, but she only stayed only two days after the blessed event. The midwife had not brooked any interference from Martha, which put the older woman in a sour mood. She just sat on a chair in the corner of the bedroom with a scowl on her face during the entire labor. After the birth, all her mother-in-law did was bark orders at Emily, demanding to be waited on and telling her what she should be doing with the infant. Emily was in no mood to comply. It seemed to her that any maternal instinct Martha once possessed was used up on her own ten children. So, after two days, her mother-in-law packed up and left. More than ever, Emily missed her own mother, who never spoke an unkind word but had died of a fever earlier that spring.

      On top of everything else, Emily had been unaccountably weepy the past few days. Everything seemed to set off her tears. Yet she didn’t shirk her responsibilities, feeding and caring for her child like any loving mother. She even insisted Olivia be moved into the bedroom with them, so she could easily feed the infant during the night. Emily hoped Patrick’s drunken advances hadn’t disturbed the baby.

      She turned up the low flame on the kerosene lamp and looked over at the crib. Olivia seemed fine. Emily reached over to dim the light, but a hand grabbed her arm and pinned it to the bed. Patrick did the same with her other arm. He kicked back the sheet and thin blanket and mounted her, taking an awkward moment to hike up his nightshirt.

      “You have a duty to me as my wife.” His words came out slurred, but what mattered was straight.

      Emily turned her head to the side and wept. It did hurt, and his insensitivity hurt just as much. He’d been a good husband until now. Since the birth, however, he’d taken to drinking with his pals and staying out until all hours, leaving her to tend to the baby. And now this—the pain, the humiliation. A moment later, she let out great gulping sobs, but that didn’t stop him—not until Olivia started screaming louder than she’d ever heard.

      “Now you’ve done it.” Patrick finally stopped and rolled off. “Go take care of your daughter.”

      Wiping tears from her eyes, Emily got off the bed and gasped. Olivia was suspended in the air, about five feet above her cradle, floating without any obvious cause. The infant flailed her tiny arms and legs to no effect, and her face shone bright red as she screamed with all her might. Emily screamed too, even louder, as she ran to save her child.
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      Sarah splashed her face with the water she’d poured into the basin. The liquid was clear, cool, and refreshing. She dried herself and studied her image in the bureau mirror. Her red hair framed a face that appeared as haggard as she felt.

      She hadn’t gotten much sleep. The nightmare happened again. In it, she fought to stay afloat in a sea of blood. Even worse, hands reached up from the depths and tried to drag her under. Sarah struggled, as she always did, to keep her head above the surface and free herself from the grasping and clawing happening all around her. She caught sight of a rowboat with a man standing in the craft. Surely he must see me, realize my distress. The small boat approached.

      “Help!” she cried.

      Would he get to me in time?

      Here she awoke. Same as the previous night, and the one before that. And, as with those other nights, she remained sleepless until morning.

      Now, in the light of day, Sarah pinched her cheeks, and when that didn’t improve her pallor, she resorted to rouge. She put some on her lips as well after brushing her teeth. Annabelle, her friend and second-in-command of the Eidola Project (their little band of ghost hunters), disapproved of cosmetics. But Sarah took to wearing them long before joining this group, at just thirteen, when performing in Dodgerton’s carnival. She liked the results. Now, however, she simply wanted to hide the nightmare’s toll.

      Sarah opened the door to her room in the boarding house and saw the line queued for the toilet. One advantage to having insomnia of late: she’d been able to use the facilities before the others awoke. She crossed the hall and rapped on Annabelle’s door. The door opened, and Annabelle regarded her with concern evident on her lovely face. No wonder Annabelle disdained cosmetics—she didn’t need them. She wore her dark brunette hair pulled back from an unblemished face that featured large brown eyes and naturally red lips.

      “Oh, my,” she said after surveying Sarah. “Are you all right?”

      “I’ve been having a recurring nightmare,” Sarah admitted, “and haven’t been getting much rest.”

      “Are you up for our meeting this morning?”

      Sarah nodded. “I want to keep busy. I’ll tell you more about my dream when I puzzle it out.”

      “Perhaps we can puzzle it out together,” Annabelle offered. “The professor and Edgar may have insights as well.” She referred to the other two members of the Eidola Project, with whom they planned to meet this morning: Professor William James of Harvard University and Dr. Edgar Gilpin, a brilliant Black physicist.

      “No.” Sarah exhibited a strength of will that belied her petite stature and age. “Perhaps later.” As a medium and psychic within the group, she knew the answer would eventually reveal itself, so long as she didn’t collapse from exhaustion in the meantime.

      “Fine.” Annabelle pursed her lips but didn’t press further. “Come, we mustn’t be late.”

      The two descended the stairs and noticed Mrs. Flanders, the boardinghouse proprietress, had already set out a breakfast that included her famous fresh muffins and jam. Mrs. Flanders’ breakfast occurred at 8:00 AM sharp, not one minute earlier. Sarah checked her watch pendant. 7:48. Her empty stomach grumbled in protest as the two made their way past the laden table and out the front door.

      Annabelle moved to the edge of the walk and raised a gloved hand to hail a ride. A hansom cab stopped before them. “Harvard Yard, if you please,” Annabelle told the driver before the two boarded the carriage.

      When they got to the university, Annabelle directed the cab toward the building housing Professor James’s office. However, as their carriage approached the building, the professor and Edgar Gilpin got out of a cabriolet waiting out front. Professor James helped Annabelle and Sarah from the cab and asked their driver to wait a moment. The professor removed his tall black hat, revealing his high forehead and dark hair. He ran his hand over his salt-and-pepper beard as he looked from one woman to the other. He appeared far more animated than typical. Edgar, a slim but fit Black man, habitually dressed to the nines. Today he wore a yellow and brown checkered suit with a brown derby and matching cape, despite the warm morning. He bounded over to them, betraying his excitement.
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