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Preface




Language:  British English, including British spelling, has been used throughout.



Accuracy: Where this tale is based upon factual events, I have done my best to represent them truly. Of course, this depends upon the quality of my own memory, which is generally very good, and the memories of those who passed on the stories to me.



Disclaimer: As indicated above, some events in this story are based upon actual happenings. Therefore, in order to protect those still living, the descendants of those referred to and my own family, names of people and places have either been changed or omitted. In the fictional remainder of the tale, any similarity to any person living or deceased is coincidental and not intended.



T. R. Robinson










  
  

1

Captivated





She felt the heel of her right shoe slip from the edge of the step as her body spun from the impact. The intense pain in her elbow the least of her concerns for now. She tried to get a better grip with her left foot but it was too late. Her equilibrium was lost. Gravity was pulling her forward. “Oh Noo!” Tensing every thigh muscle and utilising both hips, she managed to force her torso into a backward motion. At the very least, hoping to save her face and bust from impacting upon the hard marble. With arms outspread, as if on a trapeze wire, she attempted to balance and find something to hold. But there was nothing. She wobbled for what seemed an eternity and then fell. Thankfully, she had succeeded in coercing her body back from its forward motion. Much to her embarrassment, she landed buttocks first with a resounding thud, the soft delict flesh stinging from the impact. “Ouch!” 

All before her spun uncontrollably at a sickening speed. She desperately tried to refocus and not to vomit. As her eyes cleared, she noticed a solitary, apparently unattached, hand come into her circle of vision.

“I’m terribly sorry. That was very clumsy of me.” Again, she tried to refocus. Her irritation increasing with every passing moment.

“Yes, you oaf. Why did y…………” Her words trailed off as she looked up into those amazing, captivating hazel eyes. Looking down upon her was one of the most handsome visages she had ever seen. A cold little shiver passed down her spine while she tried to regain her composure. He continued to offer his helping hand. Feeling rather cross and embarrassed with her undignified position, she was in two minds whether to accept it or not. Then, realising how petulant she would appear and wishing to get up in as dignified a manner as possible, put her hand into his. The strength in his arm was readily apparent as he lifted her without the least effort.

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure. I’m so very sorry.”

“You should look where you are going. Why on earth were you running down the steps so fast?”

“You’re right. I should’ve been more careful. My friends and I are late for a lecture.”

“They only just missed hitting me on their way down, but you…..”

“Yes. I can only say I’m sorry again. Are you all right? Are you hurt?”

“Mostly my pride. It was not a very dignified position I ended up in.”

“Ha, oh um hum. No. Yes. My apologies.”

“Well, no permanent harm done. Just be more careful in the future.” She could not bring herself to scold him anymore. He was so handsome and his apologetic sheepishness was so endearing.

“Yes, I will.”

“You better get off to your lecture. Your friends are waiting.” He hesitated, and hovering for a moment, continued to look at her with those wonderful eyes. Their gaze locked, and she felt her colour rising. He continued to look unashamedly directly into her eyes. She was unaccustomed to such boldness. It confused and flustered her. She had to break it. Compelling herself to leave those magic eyes, she looked down and away, hoping he would not see how unsettled she felt.

“Hum, may I see you again?” The little spinal shiver repeated itself.

“What do you mean?” Secretly hoping he was going to suggest a social outing.

“Would you allow me to take you for a coffee one evening?”

“Um, I do not know. I am on my own here.”

“Please. I’d like the opportunity to make up for this properly.”

“I am not sure. I have no chaperone.”

“Well, why not think about it? I’ll ask you again in a couple of days.”

“Um, all right.”

“Katherine, you can’t!” Jennifer was shocked by the very idea.

“He was so nice and polite. He couldn’t apologise enough. I cannot see it would do any harm.”

“But on your own, with a man, and no chaperone. What will people say? What would your parents say?”

“I know, I know. It’s so frustrating.”

“Do you know anyone here you could ask to accompany you?”

“No. My parents were hesitant at first about me coming on my own. But they wanted me to have the best training available. Father studied in the same academy.”

“Yes, I remember you said he got his degree here.”

“Yes. I love my parents and would never disobey them. They told me they trusted me to be sensible and to make the right decisions. I’ve seen women here out with men on their own. I don’t see I would be doing anything really wrong.”

“Yes, I’ve seen them too. Things are so different here in Vienna. It’s such a cosmopolitan and sophisticated city and there’re people from all over the world, living and studying here. It’s obvious the different cultures have brought their influence to bear, one way or another. And some are evidently far less strict than our own.”

“Anyway, it’s the 1860s, nearly 1870. It’s about time women were treated more equally. And I think it is about time we were allowed to choose who we see for ourselves.”

“Katherine! Anyway, I’m sure your parents must’ve already started looking at potential husbands for you.”

“Arranged marriages are such a pain. Mind, many appear to work, but then many do not.”

“But social, not to mention economic, status is crucial. Especially in families like ours.”

“Why? If people love each other, surely that is enough.”

“I’m not sure your parents would agree.”

“Well, never mind about that now. I am hardly thinking about marriage. What am I going to do? I like him and he’s so handsome. Did I mention his eyes?”

“Yes, you did. Several times. How about if I at least come with you?”

“I do not think that would work. We are the same age. Anyway, what is it they say, ‘Three is a crowd’.”

“What’re you going to do? You don’t really know him.”

“I do not think it can do any harm. I will make sure he does not get over friendly.”

“But what would your parents say?”

“They trusted me enough to let me come without a chaperone. And, as I said, to make the right decisions.”

“But I’m sure they never thought you’d go out with a man on your own.”

“Have you decided?” A couple of days later, in the academy's foyer.

“It is difficult. My family would expect me to be chaperoned.”

“You can trust me. I’d never do anything to embarrass you.”

“But what if someone who knows me and my family saw us? I am not sure.”

“I’ll ensure there’s always an appropriate space between us. You can trust me. I promise.”

“Well, yes, you do strike me as trustworthy.” She wondered if she really believed that or was she just being influenced by his good looks and pleasant manner.

“What’s it to be then?”

“Oh, why does life have to be so difficult?”

“I promise to be on my best behaviour. Honestly.” She could not help but smile at his pleading sincerity.

“Well, um, all right.”

“Good. How about Tuesday?” A beam of satisfaction brightening his features.

“Yes. That will be fine.”

“Good! I’m glad. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

She felt that little shiver of excitement again as she watched him approach across the piazza. His confident stride, six-foot frame and glistening dark hair made him stand out. How wonderful he looked compared to the classical figures which adorned the ornamental fountain he was passing. As he drew nearer, she wondered why he affected her so much. More than any boy or man she had ever seen or known. They really did not even know each other. But there was something about him. And not just his good looks or those wonderful eyes. She noticed how several of the ladies glanced back after passing him.

“Hello. I’m glad you’re here. I thought you may’ve changed your mind.”

“Oh no. When I say I will do something, I do it. I do not believe it is right to mislead or let people down.”

“Well, I’m very pleased to know it. There’s a nice little café I know just round the corner. Shall we go?”

“All right.”

“Here we are. Do you like it?” A quaint bay windowed building looking a little incongruous amongst the surrounding elegant Viennese architecture stood before them. On the window shelf, between the tied back green and white curtains, stood a selection of mouth-watering pastries.

“Yes. It looks a sweet little place, cosy and friendly.”

“I found it soon after arriving in the city. It’s now one of my regular haunts.” The babel from many conversations struck them as he opened the door for her. She noticed a few raise their heads and give him a nod of recognition. Their gaze then fell on her for a few moments before reengaging with their companions. It was obvious the man standing beside her was very popular. Several of the women, however, were evidently not pleased to see her, their eyes penetrating into her like some oversized corkscrew. With a smile, she acknowledged those who greeted them, having decided it was best to ignore the sharp looks.

“I can see why. Looks like quite a few of your fellow students come here.”

“Yes. Not only do you get a great cup of coffee, but their snacks are also really tasty and reasonable. And they make absolutely gorgeous cakes.” They made their way to a small vacant table set in a corner between the side wall and bay window.

“It really is cosy.”

“What would you like?” The aroma of freshly brewed coffee and warm sweet pastry had set her taste buds going.

“A cup of coffee and a small pastry would be nice, please.” They spent the short time waiting for their coffees, looking round. It was obviously a popular place with students. They fitted in just fine.

“We haven’t been properly introduced. I know it goes against protocol, but I think I’ve no option but to introduce myself.”

“Yes, I have to admit this does feel a little strange.”

“Are you sure you’re okay without a chaperone? I know how some families consider it important for girls to be escorted.”

“I am. I would not have come out with you otherwise. But I cannot help feeling a bit odd. This is the first time I have been out with a boy, sorry man, on my own.”

“Let me assure you I will be on my best behaviour.”

“Thank you.”

“Well, I’m Richard Palmerstone. I’m here in Vienna studying to be a doctor.”

“I am pleased to meet you Mr Palmerstone. I am Katherine Brampton and I am here studying to be a qualified nurse.”

“Ah, that’s good. Why did you choose Vienna, Miss Brampton?”

“My father studied here and thinks very highly of the place. He wanted me to have the best possible training.”

“Yes, it can’t be argued Vienna has the best medical academies there are. That’s why I came here, with my parents’ support of course.”

“What made you want to be a doctor?”

“There’s so little medical care back home and I frequently see people suffering when I don’t think they have to. I wanted to try and do something about that. Why nursing?” He cocked his head to the left as he asked. She thought it such a cute mannerism.

“As I said, father is medically trained and does what he can to help the less well off. Mother is experienced in the old family remedies and between them they try to provide as much care as they can for villagers. I hate seeing how so many of them suffer and, like you, want to do something to help.”

“We’ve much in common then.”

“Yes, I suppose we have.” His broad, warm smile sent another tingling sensation through her.

“Where do you come from, Mr Palmerstone?”

“I don’t expect you’ll have heard of it. It’s a small village in the southern regions of my country where we’ve most of our estates. It’s called Farringdon Oaks.”

“Farringdon Oaks! Is it high up the side of a mountain overlooking the Lucas Valley?”

“Yes. How’d you know?”

“This is amazing. How small the world can be at times.”

“What do you mean?”

“My ancestral home is at Cross Oaks.”

“Not the Cross Oaks in the foothills of the same valley?”

“Yes. We are almost neighbours.”

“You are joking. It cannot be. You mean we are the same nationality?”

“No, I am not joking. And yes we are. My ancestral home is in the same Lucas Valley.”

“What a surprise. Our villages are no more than a mile apart as the crow flies.”

“I know.”

“Well, I never. How come I’ve never seen you before?”

“I do not suppose you come to our village often, if at all, and we rarely have occasion to come up to yours.”

“But surely we should’ve seen each other in town. It’s not that large.”

“Just one of those things.” As they chatted about the various places and people they each knew back home, Katherine felt pleased and relieved. Richard was not only of the same nationality, but also from a similar family background. He would therefore be familiar with their traditions and the social etiquette expected. Consequently, there should be no misunderstanding about what behaviour was and was not acceptable. Nevertheless, she ensured, despite the temptation, there was no inappropriate physical contact.

“Thank you for coming. I really enjoyed the evening.” Walking through the quiet lamp lit lanes as he escorted her back to her lodgings.

“Yes, I also enjoyed it. Thank you for asking me and for taking me to that nice café.”

“My pleasure, I assure you. May I take you out again sometime?”

“Oh! I am not sure that would be appropriate. Once will probably be frowned upon, but we may get away with it. More than once, however, would be considered scandalous by many. After all, I am on my own without a chaperone.”

“You didn’t come to any harm this evening, did you?”

“No.” She smiled within herself. Richard had behaved immaculately. The perfect gentleman in all ways.

“Well?” She had to admit she liked him and would love to see him again. He had been such good, intelligent company. What was she to do?

“Well, we are in a lively city where society is so different. I suppose it would not do any harm. And I did enjoy the evening.” She could not help but tremble slightly at the thought of what her parents might say.

“Okay then. How about Saturday? There’s usually all sorts of entertainment in the park on Saturdays.”

“That sounds nice…… All right.”

“Katherine!”

“I know, I know. But he is so nice. He was the perfect gentleman all the time. Not once did he try anything inappropriate. Anyway, as you said yourself, this is a cosmopolitan city with a very different outlook on life.”

“Perhaps but…. If anyone back home were to find out, you’d be in serious trouble with your family. Not to mention the old biddies. Some of them would even ostracise you.”

“I know, but it all seems so small-minded. Would you not agree?”

“Maybe, but that’s how things are, for now anyway.”

“Did you hear about those women in America who started having meetings a few years ago? They are trying to get the vote. Apparently, there were three hundred at the first meeting. Even though it has been difficult, they have continued with more joining them each year. As we know, it is hard for women to change attitudes, but they are clearly determined to carry on until they succeed. Why should we not try and change those things that are unfair to us?”

“I’m not sure our society, or your family, are ready for that yet.”

“I suppose not.” Feeling a little deflated by the truth of Jenifer’s statement. “I do love my family and our people, and the last thing I want to do is hurt or embarrass anyone. But we are here in Vienna now and they cannot see. What is that saying? ‘What the eye does not see, the heart cannot grieve over’, or something like that.”

“You’re quite determined, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I think I am. I have never met anyone like Richard before.”

“But that’s it. You have only just met. You hardly know each other.”

“It does not make sense, I know. Yet, there is something about him.”

“Yea, I know. Good looking, wonderful eyes. Blah! Blah! Blah! Ah!”

“No, well, yes, but it is far more than that. It is hard to explain. He has such an open face, is polite and intelligent. Anyway, he was brought up in the same society as us and understands the constraints and demands.”

“I give up! I just hope no one from back home is here. There’d be no end to it if you were seen.” Secretly, Katherine still had her doubts about the appropriateness of her behaviour. Nevertheless, she allowed her attraction to Richard to overrule her usually sensible head. She was going to see him and that was that. Well, at least for now. The Saturday proved as enjoyable as he said it would.

“You’re seeing an awful lot of him.” This was some weeks later.

“Just two or three times a week.” She could not help her defensive reaction. Though she would never admit it openly, she felt as if she were sinning. And yet!

“Are you falling in love?”

“No! Of course not. We are simply friends. He really is good company and we have such pleasant times together. And I enjoy being able to discuss almost anything in an intelligent manner. He has such a wealth of knowledge and a broad range of interests. It is quite refreshing. And he treats me as an equal.”

“Oh, thank you. So you can’t have an intelligent discussion with me? Anyway, are you sure that’s all there is? I’ve seen how you look at him. And you hardly ever stop talking about him these days.”

“I am sorry. I did not mean we could not have sensible conversations, of course we can and do. I like him as a friend, but that is all there is.”

“I’m not so sure.” She also wondered whether there was more to it. Every time she saw him her heart leapt a little and there was always that tiny little shiver down her spine. But surely she could not be falling in love. They had only known each other for such a short time. Anyway, what is falling in love? In truth, she frequently felt drawn into him and as if she were being submerged within the golden haze of those wonderful eyes. To her bewilderment, she also found she longed to kiss that manly mouth. These feelings shocked and confused her. What would her parents and people generally say if they could see into her thoughts?

Richard, for his part, had always enjoyed the female attention he attracted. In fact, he relished in it. He always wanted to make love to them, though it was usually a passing sensation that only lasted while they were in front of him. Nevertheless, there were times when he enjoyed a chase provided it was not prolonged, and especially when he was victorious. But now he found himself attracted to a woman in a very different way. There was something about her that excited but also unsettled him. Though, out of respect for her and himself, he would never admit it, he desperately desired to kiss those delicate lips. Excitement arose within every time he considered the prospect. He wondered if he could or would be able to cope with only having a ‘friendship’ with this lovely, captivating woman. He doubted it. Something would break in the end. But he feared ruining what they had and the possibility of losing her altogether. How did she feel about him? There were times he was sure he saw more in her eyes, but then at other times there seemed to be a reserve. He had little idea of the struggle and turmoil occurring in Katherine’s own heart.








  
  

2

Spirit Talk





“I won’t be able to meet you in the evenings this week. We’ve a midterm exam coming up, so a few of us are getting together to prepare for it.” 

“I quite understand.”

“How about having lunch with me instead?”

“Yes, all right. I would like that.”

“Tomorrow?”

“It will have to be somewhere nearby. I have a late lecture in the morning.”

“That’ll suit me. I’m attending an autopsy in the afternoon and the pathologist wants to start early.”

“Where do you suggest?”

“Meet me by the K. K. Hoftheater as soon as you’re free. There’s a little place I know close by.”

As Katherine approached the splendid building, she wondered why so many women had gathered by the corner at this time of day. The opera usually only gave evening performances. They appeared to be jostling each other to gain a better view of something. Then she noticed the dark shiny head of hair that overreached them all by a few inches. Could it be? Through a momentary gap, she spotted Richard. He was leaning in his provocative manner with one foot bent up behind him against the wall and his hips thrust slightly forward. Smiling his broad smile all round, he was clearly enjoying the attention. She could even see the twinkle in his eyes, though she was still on the other side of the piazza. The sudden spasm of jealousy surprised her. What right did she have to be jealous? They were just friends. There had been nothing to indicate otherwise. Or had there been? The way he looked at her at times made her certain there was more. Yet nothing had ever been said. Besides, he was always flirting and seemed to know several women intimately. More intimately than he knew her for sure. Her own emotions still confused her. Did she simply enjoy his company as a friend? Or, dare she even think it, were her feelings for him deepening to something more substantial? No, she had no rights with respect to him. They were just friends! Imperceptibly shaking herself, she strode out into the piazza and headed for the enthralled group.

She was halfway across the piazza when Richard looked up. As usual, he felt the sudden surge that passed through him every time Katherine filled his sightline. Here she was looking the picture of beauty she always did. Taking his eyes off her for a moment, he looked round the circle of hopeful faces but, for him, there wasn’t one to compare. Yes, they were pretty and under other circumstances he’d not have hesitated. But things were different now. Quickly pushing himself from the wall, he straitened and moved out from the group, though they were reluctant to let him pass. As he did so, they turned to see what had caught his attention. A cloud of envy, jealousy and bitterness passed across each face and the corners of their mouths took a downward turn. But he no longer noticed them.

His sudden movement and unusually nervous smile gave her the impression of someone with a sense of guilt. Nonsense, it was her imagination. What did he have to feel guilty about?

“Hello. Hum. I was just chatting to some fellow students.” Was that a blush?

“So I see. Quite a gathering. Are they also studying to be doctors?”

“Um… No. Just seen them round the academy.”

“I see.” She allowed the teasing, wicked smile to cross her features, enjoying his apparent discomfort.

“Yes… Well. How was your lecture?”

“Tropical diseases. There is a visiting professor from Africa who has considerable experience with them.”

“Don’t expect you’ll come across many back home. But never hurts to have some knowledge. Right, the place I’m taking you is just across the street.”

During the meal, she relented and surreptitiously allowed Richard’s awkwardness to pass. By the end of it, they were laughing together.

“Why don’t you come with us?”

“I am not sure. I do not think my priest would like it.”

“Go on, Miss Brampton. It can’t do any harm.”

“But a séance. It seems wrong. We’re not supposed to try and contact the dead.”

“It’ll be fun. As I said, there’s a group of us going.”

“I do not know.”

“It’s not as if we’re going to sit round a table holding hands. The medium will be on stage while we sit in the audience. It’s more of a show, really. Be like seeing a play.”

“Give me time. I need to think about it.” She was feeling torn between her childhood teaching and her trust of Richard.

“Okay, but it’s in a few days. You’ll have to make your mind up pretty quickly.”

“I know. Please just let me think about it. I will let you know in plenty of time.”

“You’re joking! You can’t be serious?” Jennifer was more than a little taken aback by the idea.

“Richard says it is really just a show, not a proper séance. We will not be sitting round a table holding hands or anything like that. I would not think of going if it was.”

“I think you’re pushing your luck. Back home they wouldn’t be very happy that you’ve been out with him so many times already but a séance or whatever you want to call it. They’d be horrified.”

“Yes, I know you are right. But I trust his judgements and I do not want to upset him.”

“I thought you wanted women to be on an equal footing. Whether it would upset him or not shouldn’t come into it.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yes, and better than you think.”

“What do you mean?”

“For all your denial, I think you’ve fallen for him. You’re certainly captivated. Or are you going to tell me it’s just an infatuation?”

“Well, no, I suppose not. I really do like him.”

“And how does he feel about you? Are you hoping he’s going to ask you to be his wife?”

“No! Maybe. Oh! I do not know. You are confusing me.”

“Am I!”

“Never mind that now. What shall I do about Thursday?”

“You know what I think. But that won’t make any difference. You’re going to have to decide for yourself.”

“I think you like him too. Do you think he is trustworthy?”

“Yes, I do like him. And yes, I think he can be trusted. But he also has a bit of a wild side and enjoys taking occasional chances.”

“That is part of his attraction. He loves to live life to the full. And he has an enquiring mind.”

“Just be sure, in yourself, before you do anything. You must make your own decisions and not let him make them for you.”

“Are you sure it will be all right, Mr Palmerstone? I am still nervous about going to something like that.”

“It’ll be no different than going to a fairground fortune teller. It’s just a bit of fun, nothing really.”

“We are not supposed to go to them either. I do not think my parents or our priest would approve.”

“Oh, come on. I don’t believe there’s anything in it. I certainly don’t believe in spirits or ghosts. It’s just a bit of entertaining nonsense.”

“Well, if you are sure it is all right and safe.”

“I am. So will you come?”

“All right, yes I will.” Still feeling torn. All her life she had been taught to trust completely in God and the church and not to seek spiritual information or guidance elsewhere. In particular, they were not supposed to try and find out about the future. But at the same time, she had to admit she was intrigued.

“Good. By the way, please call me Richard. I get fed up with all this formalism.”

“Oh! Well, I suppose it will be all right when we are alone. You can call me Katherine. But when we are in public, I think we better stick to convention. People would not understand.”

“Okay, that sounds fair…. Katherine. Ha! Ha!”

As they walked across the piazza, Katherine could not help but admire the beautiful buildings. The tall classical style pillars supporting the entrances always impressed her, no matter how many times she saw them. And the general architecture of the city continually thrilled and delighted. There were no buildings like these back home in the village or in the little provincial town that served them. Prior to Vienna, their church had been the largest construction she had ever seen. When they reached the other side, Richard turned to the right and led her down a shadowy little side street. The steadily darkening evening accentuating her already uncertain nervous condition caused her to feel vulnerable. She was still unsure if she was doing the right thing. The need for reassurance and a sense of safety led her, without having actual physical contact, to draw as close to Richard as she could. Thankfully, he had agreed they must always behave as if a chaperone were constantly present. This was a large city to which many of their fellow countrymen came to study. They could never be sure who was observing them. Though evidently irritated by it all, he complied because he knew her reputation could otherwise be seriously compromised. He didn’t want that. Neither did he want to behave in an untoward manner, though he craved intimacy. It was all so frustrating. Unbeknown to him, Katherine also secretly desired the same. She longed to embrace and hold him close. To feel the warmth and vibration of his body against hers. At long last, she admitted, to herself at least, the love she had for the man beside her. He cared for her also, she was sure. But to what extent? That was a question in need of an answer. She would have to wait. What if she was wrong? The thought was too disheartening, so she pushed it to the back of her mind.

“Here we are.” Richard stopped outside a small building with a simple portico entranceway. It was set back slightly from the street.

“I had no idea this was here.”

“Few people do. They tend to only have specialised events and shows here.”

“How come you know about it?”

“Anthony Howard, one of my friends, has an interest in psychic phenomena. In fact, he and some other friends research the subject.”

“Is that part of their degree?”

“Not really. Most of them are studying medicine of one type or the other. That’s how I got to know them. Some of them reckon people’s psyche plays a bigger part in their health than we realise. They therefore decided to research more fully. Going to things like this is part of that.”

Entering the vestibule, both were taken aback by how many people were milling about.

“Goodness, I had no idea so many people are interested in séances and such things.”

“Yes, it’s surprising. But then we’re in a scientifically orientated city. Good, there’s Anthony. He’s got our tickets. And there’s Andrew. They’re my two best friends.” Richard led her over to where a short, sandy-haired man was chatting with some other people.

“Hi Anthony.”

“Oh hi. You made it then.”

“Yes. I’d like you to meet Miss Katherine Brampton. Mr Anthony Howard Miss Brampton. Mr Andrew Reece Miss Brampton. Miss Brampton, Mr Anthony Howard and Mr Andrew Reece.” Richard couldn’t help but smile at the formality of his introductions.

“Good evening Miss Brampton, I understand you were hesitant about coming.”

“Good evening Mr Howard. Yes, I was and to be quite honest, I am still unsure. Back home we are told not to involve ourselves with such things.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll be okay. There’s nothing really too serious in it. Allow me to introduce some friends. Mr Mark Augustine, Mr Rick, sorry Richard Stroud. It was confusing having the two of them, so Mr Stroud kindly agreed to being called Rick. Mr Charles Regal, Miss Antoinette Schultz, Miss Margarita Fontan, Miss Isabel Doner.”

“Good evening gentlemen. Good evening ladies.”

“Good evening Miss Brampton.” The men smiled and bowed while the ladies made their customary little bobs. She could not help but notice the latter were less warm in their responses and held her with their unsmiling eyes. As usual, Richard had greeted each of the ladies with a fixed look directly into their eyes. When the formalities were over, the ladies manoeuvred so as to shoulder her out of the way, effectively creating a barrier between her and Richard.

“I think we better go in and find our seats before the crowd.” Anthony, smiling at the ladies’ slight coolness, had decided to break the moment.

The theatre was medium-sized and looked as if it could seat one to two hundred people. Much to their surprise, despite the crowd still gathered outside, it was already quite full.

“We’re in the stalls.” Anthony led the way forward. “Here’s our row. Please excuse us.” As those already sat got up to let them pass.

“These are nice seats. Whenever I do manage to go to the theatre, I cannot afford the stalls. I usually end up in the gods or at best, to the rear of the upper circle.” Despite her uncertainty about the whole affair, Katherine was pleased they would be able to see everything clearly.

“Anthony knows the organisers and often brings friends, so they give him a discount. Don’t they?”

“Yes. I think we know far too little about our psyche, so I like to take every opportunity to learn more. Even things like this, which aren’t really that serious, have the ability to teach us something. Even if it’s just about people’s superstitions, hopes and fears.”

“Is it me or is there an aroma of hot bread and something else?” Katherine asked, doubting her sense of smell.

“No, it’s not you. Mediums believe having hot bread and warm soup, or something similar, in the room attracts the spirits. I’ve never quite followed that as surely a spirit, if they really exist, would be past eating and drinking. But they believe it so always have something about.”

“I find this talk of spirits unsettling. I am still not sure I should really be here.”

“Come, Miss Brampton. There’s no need to worry so. It’s just a bit of fun.” Richard tried to reassure her.

“Are you sure, Mr Palmerstone?”

“Yes I am. Don’t you agree Anthony?”

“Yes. I’ve never really seen anything that I’d call real, and I’ve been to a lot of these séances. It’s usually just things like someone’s grandma wants to say hello and that she’s happy where she is. It’s so nebulous that it could be anyone’s grandma or whatever. I sometimes think it’s just the medium’s overactive imagination.”

“All right, as long as you are both sure.”

Katherine settled, and looking round, took in her surroundings. The plush red velvet seats were filling up steadily with groups of people chatting and laughing together. No one appeared troubled or nervous. She wondered if she were being silly, but it was hard going against all she had been taught. Above her head, the ornate gilded balconies with their carved garlands and cherubs glinted in the soft lighting. On the open stage, a large elaborately decorated wood carved chair occupied the centre. The carved images of griffins and eagles, combined with symbols she did not recognise, shone in the candlelight. To either side, set slightly back, were two tables. She could see a loaf of bread on one with a dish next to it. From the rising steam, she surmised this must contain the soup Anthony had mentioned. A variety of different sized candles covered the other table. As the flames wavered in an unseen breeze, she saw thin trails of smoke rise into the dark overhead. The gentle light-hearted ambience together with the cheerful audience relaxed her, and she wondered, with some anticipation, what would happen. As these thoughts were passing through her mind, a small, brown-haired man walked on to the stage. Stopping slightly left of centre, he raised both hands as if surrendering to some highway robber. As the lights slowly dimmed, he angled both his palms to the floor and gently lowered them, as if pressing down on a suitcase that would not close. The audience steadily quietened until there was complete silence.

“Good evening ladies and gentleman and welcome. It is a pleasure to have you with us tonight.” Some light applause followed. He bowed in acknowledgment and again indicated for quietness.

“Who is he?” Katherine whispered.

“The medium’s assistant.”

“Please welcome Alphonso Rygard.” Applause erupted as a tall, thin, dark-haired man walked on to the stage. Katherine sensed a cool draught passing through the theatre but upon looking round could not see any open doors or windows. Dressed in a plain black but fashionable suit, Alphonso Rygard momentarily stopped to acknowledge the welcome and then went and sat in the chair. Bowing his head, he seemed to become oblivious to all round him.

“He’s the medium.” Richard whispered loudly above the applause.

“Now ladies and gentleman if we may have quiet again we will pray.” The brown-haired assistant was speaking again. He bent his head and Katherine noticed how many in the audience did likewise. Normally, when in church, she would not think twice about also bending hers when the priest prayed, but here it was so strange and different and nothing like being in church.

“Beloved spirits, we bring you gifts from life into death. Be pleased to move among us and to commune with us. We open our hearts and minds to receive your wisdom.” A cool shiver passed down her spine as she listened to this intonation. The lights appeared to dim further as what appeared to be a shadow passed before them.

“What was that?” Whispered.

“What?” Richard whispered back.

“Something passed in front of the lights.”

“I didn’t see anything. Must be your imagination. You still feeling nervous?”

“I am sure I saw something.” But had she? Was she being hypersensitive? Was it just her imagination?

“Just try and relax. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Alphonso Rygard, sitting with his head bowed, appeared to pass slowly into a trance. When the assistant finished his prayer, he moved to the candle table. She noticed his left-hand jerk slightly. The sudden flash and bright fiery sparks which leapt from a small dish on the table made her jump. A sweet scent pervaded the atmosphere, subduing the aroma of the bread and soup. Then the faint sound of relaxing soft music filled the air. She was starting to feel calmer when a deep groan emitting from Alphonso Rygard made her start.

“Who is there? Say your name.” Speaking in a deep breathless tone, he remained sitting with eyes closed and head cocked to his left. He appeared to be listening to someone or something the rest of them could not hear. “Welcome Marbela. Do you have a message for anyone?” Silence followed for a couple of minutes. Everyone in the theatre seemed to hold their breath. “What is that? The letter R?” Alphonso still keeping his eyes closed, straitened his head and faced straight into the audience. “Is there anyone with the initial R?” Katherine glanced sideways at Richard. No one moved. Several seconds passed. Then a young man near the back stood up.

“Yes. My name is Rodrigues.”

“Your grandmother wants to tell you she is happy where she is and not to be sad.” Katherine saw an expression of relief cross the man’s face and tears sparkle in his eyes. “What is that?” Alphonso asked, again with head cocked and eyes closed. “Is there a young lady whose name begins with A?” This time a woman sitting two rows in front stood.

“Yes…” Her voice barely above a whisper.

“Someone you loved dearly passed over recently.”

“Yes, my mother.” Her soft voice filled with emotion.

“She wants you to know there is no more suffering for her now. That she is at peace. And she wants you to be happy and not to grieve for her.” The woman’s friends reached up to hold her as she dissolved into floods of tears.

“Someone is facing an exam they are terrified of failing.” Katherine was beginning to feel a little cynical. In such a large crowd, there was every chance there would be people whose names began with R or A or almost any other letter of the alphabet. It was also highly likely there would have been some family deaths among them. Now, in a city full of students, he could hardly go wrong with this mention of exams. But much to her surprise, only one person responded.

“That’s me!” A very young pale-faced boy had leapt out of his seat. He looked like a first-year student.

“Do not fear. The spirits are with you. You have the ability to pass.”

“Thank you. Thank you.” The boy could barely control his shaking as he breathlessly responded.

“K? Yes, yes K. Is there a young woman with the initial K?” Katherine looked round to see who would respond. No one moved. “K, there is someone here with the initial K.” Again, no one moved. Katherine was now in turmoil. She was sure it could not be her. Richard and Anthony both turned and focused on her. She longed for someone to stand. She did not want to be part of this.

“Yes.” She found herself involuntarily rising out of her seat.

“What is that Marbela?” Alphonso again put his head on one side and appeared to be listening intently. “Marbela says you have a kind heart, but you must take care. At some stage in your life, you are going to be close to a family where there is death and sorrow. You will be tempted to give more assistance than is due. Marbela says you should not. If you do, you will regret it for the rest of your life. Take heed and do not treat this warning lightly.”

Katherine sat down heavily and neither saw nor heard anything more. Her head was in a fog, and confused thoughts paraded through her mind. Was this really a message for her? Did spirits really exist? If so, could they really talk to people? What family? Whose death and sorrow? What regret? Was this just some sort of game? Was any of this real? Was it all a dream? She slowly emerged from the mist as something touched her hand. Shaking her head in an attempt to clear the fog, she found herself looking straight into Richard’s wondrous golden eyes. He looked concerned. She then noticed he was holding her hand. The sensation of his flesh against hers was delightful, but it would never do. She quickly moved her hand away.

“What happened? I feel a bit lightheaded.”

“We were worried. We thought you’d passed out.”

“Nonsense. I never faint.”

“But you didn’t seem to know we were here. Neither did you appear to hear us.”

“Oh! It felt as if a mist surrounded me for a while. Anyway, what is happening?”

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yes, I am fine.” She was beginning to feel irritable. What had happened?

“Okay. The meeting is about to come to an end.”

“Did anyone else receive a message or whatever you call them?”

“A few. Someone is going to have an unexpected journey. Another’s father told him all is well and to get on with living his life. Then one of the men was asked to look after the family. There was even one saying a pet dog was enjoying romps in heavenly grass.”

“Oh!” Katherine wondered why she had not heard any of those messages.

“Well, it’s all over now. Let’s go for a coffee. Coming Anthony?”

“Yea, okay.” They joined the departing throng. The earlier confusion of multiple conversations returned, along with the raised lighting.

“Well, that was unexpected.” They were sitting at one of the cosy corner tables in the café.

“What do you mean?”

“The last thing I expected was for one of us to receive a message.”

“Do you really think it is at all real? Anyone could have made those things up. No offence meant Mr Howard. We are in a city full of students of all ages, so there are bound to have been family deaths somewhere. And it goes without saying some will be worried about exams.”

“Agreed, but he was rather specific about people’s names.” Anthony replied a little defensively.

“With so many people, what are the chances of there not being someone whose name begins with an A or R or K?”

“Point taken, but did you notice only one person responded each time? They knew it was them.”

“I did not.”

“Didn’t you? Why did you stand up?”

“I am not sure. Perhaps because no one else did. Perhaps I felt I should help the man out and not allow him to be embarrassed.”

“Was that really why you stood?”

“Maybe it is mass hypnotism.”

“Now who is being farfetched?”

“Oh, I do not know. But I can say I did not like it. It all felt so wrong.”

“What about your message? What do you think it means?”

“Nothing. It is fairly safe to say to anyone they will, at some stage in their life, know a family where there is death and sorrow. All of us will have to face that at some time within our own families. No, it means nothing. Just a party trick, if you ask me, but on a larger scale. Anyway, I did not like it.”

“I said it’d just be a bit of fun.” Richard was eyeing her carefully.

“It is all right, Mr Palmerstone. I am not cross. After all, I did not have to go with you. It was my choice. But I do not think I will ever go to one of those things again.”

Back in her lodgings, Katherine could not help but think back to what had been said to her. It must all be nonsense. There could be nothing in it. Just some sort of party game. Another way to get people to part with their money. A con, that is what it was. But the doubts pervaded. What if there is any truth in it? How would she know? Best forget it.
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