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​​​Chapter One
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He’s watching me. 

I assume it’s a him. I don’t know for sure. 

But he’s in the thicket by the gate.

At first, he watched me from a distance. Then, he started to follow me to and from school. Now, he’s in our hedge. 

The wind rustles the leaves overhead. I feel things growing all around me. The light fades. I pick up my book and shawl and start toward the house. I pause and glance back. For the first time, I see his face... a wrinkled, twisted, deformed, inhuman, beady-eyed knob of a face. The hair on the back of my neck stands up.

Mother’s shoes click on the path. “What are you looking at?”

I point but he’s gone. Branches sway in his absence.

“Did you see it again?”

Shivering, I say, “I saw him again.” 

“Tomorrow, you’re taking the buggy to school.” 

In three weeks, it’ll be the end of term at my stuffy school. Freedom is within my grasp! Unfortunately, Lydia Pratt arrives with a cold. By noon, half the students are sneezing. I’m determined not to be sick. I refuse to be sick! I won’t miss any of my classes and be held back! 

The rest of the week, I pretend not to have a sore throat. I manage to fool Mother for several days. On the morning when my illness is most evident in my bleary expression and pounding head, I slip out before she can see me. I sit through history class and hear nothing the professor says. The room spins. Halfway down the hall, I feel for the nearest wall. The floor rises toward me and my eyes roll back in my head.

I wake up in the headmistress’ office. “I’ve sent for your mother,” she says.

“No, please... I’m fine,” I argue.

“You are not fine.” 

Mother tucks me into bed and sends for a doctor. He presses a hand to my wrist and stares at his pocket watch. “It’s a head cold. She’ll be up and about in a week or so.”

“But I have exams!” I wail.

He pockets the watch. “They’ll wait.”

It’s not a head cold. It’s bronchitis. I’ve had it before, and nothing is changed: I still hallucinate. Monsters, demons, and ghosts ripple out of the walls and torment me, reducing me to screams and whimpers as Mother tries to calm me down. I can’t tell illusion from reality and have the same nightmare several times. I run through the woods, stumbling, tripping over loose roots, batting branches out of my face.

When the illness fades, Mother sits at my bedside, her hand in mine. “How long has it been?” I croak.

“I’m not going to tell you, you’ll just fret over missing class.”

All I want to do is sleep, but I groan. “I’ll fall behind!”

“Everyone is sick, so exams are postponed until next week.” 

I’m relieved.

“Stay in bed until you’re strong enough to walk on your own,” Mother tells me two days later, piling a stack of books on my nightstand. “Call for the maid or me if you need anything.”

Rising on the pillows, I frown. “I can get up!”

“No, you can’t. Stay where you are.” 

The pile of books is finished in short order. Kicking off the covers, I put my feet on the floor. The house is quiet. I’m weak and my progress down the hall to our library is slow. As I pass the door of my father’s study, I hear his voice. He’s never at home during the early afternoon and I lean forward to listen.

“I’m sure there’s no reason for concern. It’s just a dream.”

Heaviness settles in the pit of my stomach and my pulse quickens. Mother’s response is a murmur and I press my ear to the door. I hear my father ask, “What if we don’t tell her?”

“I suspect she already knows.”

A meow alerts me to the presence of the cat and I dart into the nearest room. I hear the door open and my mother speak to Sebastian as she picks him up and shuts the door firmly behind them. I go back to bed without my books and pretend to be asleep when she checks on me. My eyes are closed and my breathing steady. She pushes a stray curl off my forehead, leans down, and kisses me. She releases Sebastian onto the coverlet and shuts the door behind her. He crawls onto my stomach, purring. He’s an old cat. I can’t remember a time when I was without him. 

“You interrupted them on purpose,” I accuse. Solemn blue eyes regard me with complacent disinterest. I soon drift off to sleep, my fingers entwined in his fur.

Being out of school for ten days during exams puts half the school severely behind. I spend long hours hunched over the desk in my room trying to study, writing until my fingers cramp, and praying I remember all the dates and names for my history course. I look no different from the other forty bleary-eyed students that rush from one class to another. At the end of the day, we collapse on the green and wait for our drivers. 

“I wish you’d come with me to the suffragette rally on Saturday,” says Caroline, sprawled under an oak tree. 

I make a noncommittal noise. Carriage wheels approach down the lane. “Someone look up and see whose carriage it is.”

One of the girls glances up. “It’s yours, Lydia.”

Dusting off her skirts and gathering up her books, she departs without a backward glance. The Headmistress advances across the lawn and stands over us, blocking out the sunlight. “All of you sit up properly and act like ladies.” 

Reluctantly, all of us sit up. 

“Miss Price, will you come with me please?” Turning on her heel, she strides across the lawn. My friends offer sympathetic glances as I follow. 

Late afternoon light streams into the hall as we enter the school. We ascend a wide flight of stairs and enter her office, a snug room with a charming desk and vivid watercolors on the walls. I pause to examine one of her sketches and wonder when she finds the time to draw. Rounding her desk and placing a handful of papers into her carrying case, Miss Archer buckles it shut and looks up at me, prompting my approach.

“Have I done something wrong, Headmistress?” 

She shakes her head. “I want to congratulate you on your end of term marks. The results won’t be out until the end of the week but your teachers say you’re one of their most intelligent students.”

Coming from the stuffy confines of such an old establishment as Ashdon Academy, this is monumental praise indeed. Miss Archer has unusual eyes, light gray and fringed with long lashes. They scrutinize me with interest. “You’re a remarkable student with a keen mind. I don’t often give advice but you may want to consider further study. Do you have an ambition beyond your final term here?”

I shake my head. She indicates a row of seedlings behind her. “These are from your science class.” She fingers the strongest of the lot. “Is this one yours?”

“Yes.”

“How did you make it grow? The rest look terrible.”

My face warms as I think about how I sing to things and ask them to grow. “Uh...”

“Don’t say ‘uh,’ it’s not ladylike. Science is your strong point. You should pursue it as more than a hobby. Your mind is far too sharp to be wasted.” Removing her hat from the windowsill and picking up her valise, she adds, “I hope you’ll consider my suggestion, for I won’t be here next term to repeat it.”

“You’re leaving?” 

She leads me into the empty hall, our shoes echoing as we walk down the stairs. “There’s a time in all our lives when we choose our course, and mine now leads me in a different direction. It’s time for me to revisit the past and pay for my mistakes, and possibly influence a different outcome in the future.” 

Miss Archer pauses on the landing, where framed photographs of former classes of students grace the walls. I glance at one and see my mother’s girlish face staring back at me. Miss Archer points at the frame above it, from a later year. “There I am, ambitious and full of determination. I wanted to be the youngest headmistress in the school’s history. I succeeded. It’s time to move on.”

“You’ll be missed.”

She looks at me. “Please don’t tell the other girls. I’ll make an official announcement when it’s appropriate.” 

I nod and she continues down the stairs. I glance at her class portrait, finding her among the crowd. The girl at her side reminds me of someone, but I can’t place her slender cheekbones and intent gaze. 

Caroline appears at the bottom of the stairs. “Your driver is here,” she says. 

“I’m coming.” With a final glance, I go down. Miss Archer’s confidence that I’ll keep her secret is as flattering as her encouragement for me to become a scientist, but all the same, I wonder why she’s chosen me to confide in.

At the end of the week, our final grades appear in our individual mail slots. It’s a warm day and we picnic on the lawn before going inside to read our results. Caroline falters and tightens her hand on my arm, squeezing so hard that I flinch. I experience a rush of anxiety as I remove my envelope. I hold it to my chest for a long moment before I start to open it.

Caroline stops me. “I’ll open yours, if you’ll open mine.”

We trade envelopes and I slide her card out. “High marks!”

She laughs, “Yours too!”

Neither of us got perfect scores but considering our illness, we’re relieved to pass at all. We file into the meeting hall for a final assembly. Our friends save us seats near the front and we talk until the faculty ascends to the platform. My eyes linger on the headmistress. She meets my gaze and smiles.

“Students, may I have your attention please?”

The room quiets. 

“Half of you graduate tomorrow. I urge you to remember, as you enter the world, that your actions reflect on this institution. Ashdon is as much a finishing school as an academic institution, and I want to see the best behavior from all of you.”

Eying one another, our row giggles.

“This was my last semester at Ashdon.”

Heads turn and daydreams end as the entire student body stares at her in shock. Caroline glances at me.

“I’ve enjoyed my relationship with the teachers and students but it’s time for me to move on. Miss Primrose is a much valued friend and associate. I trust she will receive your absolute devotion and obedience when she assumes the role of headmistress next term.”

Stunned, we applaud for Miss Primrose as she steps forward to speak. When Miss Archer descends, tearful admirers surround her. My friends are aghast at this unexpected development.

“What do you suppose is her reason for leaving?”

“Maybe she’s had a marriage proposal! She’s so beautiful!”

“Father says the board doesn’t like her! Maybe she’s sacked!”

Caroline pulls me aside. “Did you know about this?”

“Yes.”

Her mouth drops open. “And you didn’t tell me?”

“She told me not to!”

She rolls her eyes. “That wouldn’t stop me.”

“I can’t believe she’s leaving!” Lydia looks like she wants to cry.

Edith chimes in, “I’ll find out why. Father’s on the board.”

Students flood out as Miss Archer leaves by the side entrance. I step out into the warm sunlight with a sigh of relief. “It’s such a beautiful day! I think I’ll spend the rest of it reading in the garden!”

Caroline shakes her head. “Summer isn’t a time for rest, but an empty social calendar waiting to be filled! You need a cause!”

“No!” I groan and shade my eyes with my hand.

“Yes! Come to the suffragette rally with me on Saturday!”

The yard swarms with our mothers and the staff. Someone hands me a glass of lemonade. Caroline smiles at me. “Come with me and I’ll forgive you for keeping a secret from me.”

I glare at her. “That’s not fair! Mother doesn’t approve!”

“Convince her, then.” Caroline grins and waves goodbye.

Our drive home is uneventful. As Mother enters the house, she picks up the mail off the sideboard, opens an envelope, and takes out the card. Her face alters and grows pale.

“What is it?”

She stuffs it back in the envelope. “It’s not important.”

“Caroline wants me to attend the suffragette meeting tomorrow.”

The grandfather clock sounds loud in the silence. Mother frowns. “You know how I feel about that.”

“She won’t stop harassing me until I go at least once.” 

Sebastian comes downstairs. Mother glances at him. “Go.”

“What?”

Sebastian rubs on my ankle and her expression softens. “Consider it a reward for good marks at Ashdon.”

Saturday arrives with a beautiful stretch of good weather, the sun bright and hot but a breeze stirring the trees. Caroline looks pretty as ever with curls gathered at the nape of her neck. The purple of her gown brings out the color of her eyes. 

“I’m so glad you’re coming,” she says, squeezing my hand.

Eying the ice cream vendor, I say, “Let’s hope there’s no riot this time.”

“Honestly, I don’t know why women oppose us so much! I get why men don’t like it! But some women protest too! We’re fighting for their rights!”

Our carriage enters town. “Maybe they don’t want to vote.”

“That’s stupid. We have every right to vote!”

The driver lets us out at the corner and we enter the park on foot. Skirting a well-dressed woman holding a Pomeranian, Caroline pulls me toward the pavilion. Suffragist colors stream from lampposts and tree branches. We hear snatches of a speech as we make our way forward.

I feel a perceptible shift in the air. The hair on my arms visibly rises and I scan the crowd. A woman stands a short distance away, watching me with odd violet eyes. She seems to have no interest in the crowd, only in me. I step toward her.

“Where are you going? The speeches are about to start!” Caroline jerks me back, and when I look again, the woman is gone. I search the crowd for her and realize she’s now on the platform. The Pomeranian next to us tries to get free of his mistress’ arms.

Caroline’s mother addresses the crowd. “Our next speaker is well known in the north for her activism...” 

The woman crosses the platform and gazes out across the audience. Her voice sends a delighted shiver through me. “I know you didn’t come out in the heat to listen to dull speeches but to show your support for a movement we’re proud of. Many of you are too young to remember the Civil War and what it cost us, but are old enough to understand that if we’re truly to be a nation of equality, women must have a voice in society. Our opinions shouldn’t be stifled or ignored, for long have husbands listened to their wives. If they’re willing to solicit our opinion, why shouldn’t elected representatives do the same?”

Her hand trails across the podium as she steps out from behind it. “We aren’t diminished because of our gender. It’s a temptation to let that make us feel like we’re victims of circumstance, as if there are no choices in our lives, but this isn’t true. We make choices every day. We choose where our time and attention goes, where our devotion is applied, how we influence others. A woman’s task is quieter a man’s but no less important.”

Journalists scowling during the previous speeches regard her with interest, their pens silent. She looks at Caroline and me. “When history looks back on us and judges us for our accomplishments as well as our failures, I want them to remember this as a moment where for the first time our daughters and granddaughters realized their opinions matter. We will have a voice in this nation and we will make a difference. It may not be without blood, sweat, and tears, but our time is coming, and our voices will be heard.”

Thunderous applause accompanies her retreat. I push through the crowd hoping to meet her. Standing at the foot of the stairs is a young man with piercing eyes and unruly dark hair. He leans forward to murmur in her ear as her hand falls into his. He takes her to a waiting carriage and it pulls away. 

I listen to the other speeches in a haze until a voice breaks into my thoughts. “Go home to your children!”

The speaker raises her voice to out-shout him.

“Women shouldn’t vote!”

Caroline’s hand tightens on my arm, her mouth in a fine line. I glare at the young man. He grins at me. “Suffragists, go home!”

My eyes dart to the small dog. It’s a shame you can’t bite him.

He tilts his head. The owner strokes him and moves closer. He scrambles out of her arms, races through the crowd, and latches onto the man’s trouser leg. Yelping and staggering back, the man tries to kick him and misses. 

“Stop!” I shriek.

You must stop!

The dog looks up at me with giant, chocolate-brown eyes.

You must stop, or they will hurt you!

I lift him off the ground, away from an angry foot aiming another kick. He’s shredded the man’s trouser leg to the knee, leaving a thunderous expression in his eyes. Glaring at me, the man shouts, “You did something! You made him attack me!”

“He’s not even my dog!”

Shoving a finger in my face, he says, “I know you did it. I don’t know how, but you did it!”

“This is 1883, not 1496!” Caroline steps in-between us. “What do you accuse her of, magic?”

Curling his lip, the man snarls, “If it fits!”

“What’s going on here?” A policeman shoves through the crowd.

“That dog attacked me!”

Caroline snaps, “He was creating a disturbance!”

“Is that your dog, Miss?”

I shake my head as his mistress moves forward to claim him. “He’s not vicious! I don’t know what happened!”

My cheeks grow warm. 

“She did it!” The man points at me. “I don’t know how, but she set that dog on me!”

The speaker gives up and waits. The policeman looks at me. A bystander says, “She wasn’t even holding the dog! She barely looked at it!”

Caroline’s mother appears. “If you want to arrest someone, arrest him for interrupting our rally!”

“Public speech is still legal in this country, Ma’am.”

The dog sits contentedly in my arms. The policeman looks at it. “He doesn’t seem upset now.”

Removing him from my arms, the owner says, “He’s sweet!”

“Would a sweet dog do this to my trousers?”

The policeman tries very hard not to laugh. “Do you want to press charges?”

“Yes!”

He indicates the street. “Come with me down to the station.”

“I’ll come too,” Caroline’s mother says. “I want to also press charges for trying to incite a riot. Or maybe just for slander.” 

Eyes dart toward me. 

“Can’t we settle this amicably? There’s no need to press charges on my behalf, if he’s willing not to press them in turn. He was being very loud and forceful. Maybe the dog thought its mistress was being threatened.” The steadiness of my voice surprises me. 

“What do you say to that, sir, a misunderstanding, then?”

Scowling, the man says, “Damn the lot of you!” He storms away across the park. The policeman winks at me and departs. Scolding her dog, the woman hurries away. Behind us, the speaker starts her speech again. 

“Thank you for defending me,” I tell Caroline.

She stares. “You did it, didn’t you? You set a dog on him.”

I laugh in spite of dryness in my mouth. “That’s silly!”

Caroline shakes her head. “No, it isn’t. I saw you. You looked at him, you looked at the dog, and then suddenly, a peaceful, sweet little dog went mad! It’s like he understood what you wanted.”

“So now you think I’m a witch too?”

Narrowing her eyes, she shrugs.

Flushing with annoyance, I say, “I’m going home.”

“This conversation isn’t over.”

“Yes, it is.”

She lets me go. Taking to the road, I remove my hat and let the wind blow my hair. I step out of the way of an oncoming carriage, near the hedge. 

He’s watching me. I feel him there. 

The hair rising on the back of my neck, I increase my pace. Not far from our house, I break into a run. I dart between the gates and swing them shut, panting as I stare out across the empty road. Nothing stirs, but still he’s there. Feeling safer on this side of the wall, I cross the lawn and enter the house. Tossing my hat aside, I yank off my shoe.

“I thought Caroline was bringing you home,” Mother says. 

I remove my other shoe. “I decided to come home early.”

Mother invites me in the parlor. “Caroline’s mother spoke with me this morning about letting you spend two weeks with them in their summer house. You should have your things packed before Thursday.”

My smile fades. “Oh.”

“You’re not excited?”

I bite my bottom lip. “Caroline and I... had a disagreement.”

“Then make amends.” Her hand touches my forehead. “You’re hot. Go lie down. You over-exerted yourself today and the doctor told you to be careful.”

“May I do so in the garden rather than upstairs?”

Sitting at her desk, she answers, “If you stay in the shade.”

Retiring upstairs to change and retrieve a well-worn copy of Jane Eyre, I carry it out to the garden. The longer I sway in the hammock trying to read passages I know by heart the more I can’t. He’s still watching me. I lower my book and sit up, studying the hedge. Bees hum above the flowers and a bunny peeks out from a corner of the fence. I hurl the book into the hedge and the branches move as he leaps aside. I go after him, scratching my hands and arms as I pry branches apart trying to catch more than a fleeting glimpse of his gnarled form. He’s too fast for me.

“Go away!” I retrieve my poor book and wipe dirt from its edges. The cat saunters across the lawn and sits beside me.

Am I going mad, Sebastian?

He rubs on my arm and purrs. Glancing at the house, I ask, do you know what’s haunting me?

He blinks sleepily and his lanky form fades into the gloom.
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I’m not a witch. I tell myself that, but staring into the mirror, I don’t believe it and know that Caroline won’t either. Her coach comes up the drive and stops in front of the house. A servant loads my trunk. Mother smiles at me. “You’ll do fine.”

Caroline steps out. “Come on, lazy bones!”

Relieved, I climb inside and we set off. Our tense mood eases into good humor. We point out changes in the houses along the way since our last visit. Caroline and I share a cold lunch from a tin pail and put our feet up on the seat. The old manor comes into sight down the winding road and when the carriage stops, we bound out. We have tea with her mother, and go out to sit in the hammock under the trees. Flopping into it, we push with our bare feet, our toes digging into the soft earth to send it swinging.

“So what are we going to do this summer?”

Caroline shrugs. “Find husbands?”

“We still have a year left of school!”

She grins. “Find future husbands?”

“Let’s visit the museum tomorrow.” 

Lifting her head, she asks, “Why?”

“Miss Archer encourages me to pursue science as a career.” 

Branches stir above us; light streams through the trees. Caroline says, “I found out something about Miss Archer’s resignation.”

Shivers run up my spine. “What?”

“Mother is friends with the history professor. She says there was no talk of resignation until a letter arrived.”

I stop the hammock. “What was in it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe a proposal?” 

I set us to moving again. “I don’t think so.”

“You hope not, because it offends you to think she’d give up her profession for marriage. You’re more of a suffragist than you think.”

Nudging her in the ribs, I ask, “And it wouldn’t bother you?”

“Of course it bothers me! But not knowing bothers me more!”

We swing in silence and retreat indoors when it grows cooler.

The next morning, Caroline trails after me into the museum. We enter the main room. It’s not long before she’s bored.

“Isn’t this beautiful?” I point to a jar.

She glances at it. “Clearly, a primeval woman left it behind when she ran to greet her husband, returning triumphant from battle with the scalps of his enemies on his belt!”

“That’s morbid.”

Laughing, she asks, “Isn’t that the point of a museum?”

“Fine, what about that suit of armor?”

Caroline presses a hand to her chin thoughtfully. “It belonged to a knight who wore it until he fell down the stairs and broke his neck. It’s too heavy after six glasses of mead!”

I stifle my giggles, blushing under the annoyed glances from people around us. We move into the Egyptian exhibit. Peering in at a mummy, Caroline says, “I wish I could be that thin.”

“Stop that!”

Our grins fade as we read the inscription.

“She was fourteen? I wonder what happened to her,” Caroline says.

Prickles run up my spine. “Let’s go upstairs.”

As we exit I bump into someone. “I’m sorry,” we say together. It’s the young man who escorted the guest speaker out of the rally. Politely smiling at me, he meets two other men at the foot of the stairs. “Isn’t that the museum curator?” I ask.

Caroline looks away from a totem pole. “Yes.”

“Who’s the other one? He looks familiar.”

She shrugs.

“It’s an honor to meet you, sir,” says the curator, grasping his hand and shaking it. “I hope you won’t mind the mess; we haven’t had time to set up everything yet. The grand opening isn’t until this weekend. We’re behind schedule but you’re welcome to come see what we have set up so far.” 

He indicates the wide, carpeted staircase and they ascend. 

“Come on, Caroline.” I tug her arm and we follow. Snatches of their conversation ripple back to us.

“I’ve spoken with the board and am afraid it’s quite impossible... the machine is dangerous...”

“If you won’t have it, I’ll find another venue that will.”

The curator glances at him in exasperation. “There’s no need for that!”

“No need for it? You want to leave out my greatest invention!”

“It’s dangerous!”

“It’s loud and frightening but completely safe!” He pauses at one of the exhibits. “Ah, my old friend Edison... arrogant, unimaginative, completely lacking in any sort of social graces...” 

Leaving us behind, they enter a roped-off section and Caroline tugs aside a black cloth covering a newly painted sign.

Electricity & Steam: the inventions of Nikola Tesla.

“Oh, so that’s who it is. My brother cut a photograph of him out of the newspaper. He’s an inventor, a competitor of Thomas Edison.” 

I push aside the curtain. “Who was the guest speaker at the rally?”

“Why do you want to know?”

Pointing at the young man, I say, “I saw him with her.”

“I don’t know either of them. Mother told me the speaker prefers not to use her real name, something about it endangering her social status. Now come on, let’s go shopping. I’ve seen enough dead things.” Caroline’s mood lifts as we enter the bright sunshine. She drags me toward a hat shop. “You need a new outfit to wear to the exhibition.”

“I’ve brought perfectly suitable gowns with me.”

The bell jangles behind us as we enter a shop. 

“Here, try this on.” She sits a hat atop my head. The shop assistant hurries forward to help us. “You need new shoes too.”

I stick the hat back on its perch. “Caroline, I don’t need shoes.”

“That’s the point of shopping—buying pretty things you don’t need that make you happy.” She sticks out her foot for measuring and I shake my head and sit beside her.

Caroline buys a new hat, three pairs of shoes, gloves, and a fan. I exit the store burdened with two of her hatboxes. I turn around and—crash into someone. Boxes explode out of my arms. He catches one of them by the string as the other hits the pavement. “We’re making a habit of this,” he says.

My face reddens. “Normally, I don’t literally run into people.”

He snatches the other box from the gutter. “I don’t mind.”

“Rafe, come along!” Tesla shouts from the corner. Eyes twinkling at me, Rafe continues on his way. 

Caroline grins. “He’s going to look back.”

“No, he’s not!”

He does. Smirking, she climbs into our carriage. 

“Tesla is in town,” she says at dinner. “His exhibition is on Saturday.”

Her brother nearly chokes on his peas. “Take me, Father!”

“I can’t, Vincent, the bank has a board meeting that day.” 

He glances at us. “Caroline...?”

She sighs and pushes her food around with her fork. “I suppose we can take you for an hour or two.” 

“Yes!” Beaming, he finishes his meal with a flourish.

Afterward, I retreat upstairs to my room. Candles glow softly in the corners. It’s warm enough to leave the verandah door open. I take my time brushing out my long auburn hair. Quiet fills the house, fading away under the soft voices of the family as they prepare for bed. But something is wrong. I sense a presence. Latching the doors and feeling safer in drawing the curtains, I ignore the distant rumble of thunder and go to bed. 

I wake in the middle of the night. Rain falls against the roof. I rise and opening the curtain, stare across the grounds to the distant lake, where a single craft tied to the dock bobs in the water. A shiver runs up my spine. I’m not alone. Even though I see no reflection in the glass, I know he’s in the room. Fear grips me. I force myself to walk toward the bed. My heart pounds in my ears, and the ache in my chest increases. I grasp my parasol and thrust it under the bed.

He leaps at me. I see burning eyes and a wide, gaping, inhuman mouth. He slams me to the floor, propels off my chest and barrels into the darkness. The verandah doors spring open and let him out into the storm. I clutch the parasol to my chest and flatten against the wall as a bolt of lightning illuminates the empty space.

Fumbling at the door handle, I run out into the corridor and enter Caroline’s room. She groans as I land on the bed. “No, go away!”

I shake her. “Something was in my room just now!”

Her head appears from under the covers. “What was it?”

“I don’t know... something.” 

Rolling out of bed, she says, “Stay here. I’ll tell Father.”

Lightning flashes and I go to her window. Nothing moves in the yard except our hammock, twisting in the wind. Half an hour later, she returns. “They didn’t find anything except paw prints. It might have been an animal. They locked the door and will fix it in the morning. You’ll stay with me tonight.”

When I wake, sunlight streams through the gauzy draperies. Caroline doesn’t move from under the lump of pillows as I get up and return to my room. One of the maids stands at the verandah. Through the glass, I see the footman jiggling the latch. Motioning for her to let him in, he says, “That should do it. See, here’s a new bolt! Safe and sound again!” He departs with his toolbox.

I’m not safe. I know that. Something is after me. Something means me harm. No deadbolt can keep this creature out. I try not to think too much of it, but it’s not until late afternoon that I find a distraction. It’s hot and we sit barefoot in the hammock and read, Caroline digging her foot into the turf to keep us swaying. I lay my head on the woven netting, close my eyes and listen to the world around us. Lowering her book, Caroline looks at me. “How long have you known that something is different about you?”

I shade my eyes. “I’ve always known.”

The hammock rocks gently from side to side. 

“You can talk to animals, can’t you?”

Staring at the binding of her novel, I nod. “Yes—well, not talk to them, really, but understand them.”

“Or rather, they understand you.”

I flush. “Does it bother you?”

“No, I’m jealous actually. Do you think you’re one of the Salem witches?” 

My laugh sounds forced even to me. “I come from a godly household. I attend church. I believe in God. Whatever is in me isn’t evil, and such things are evil.”

“True... but maybe there are other forces to counter witches. Maybe you’re not a witch, but something else.”

I prod her with my foot. “Maybe I’m just eccentric.”

She tips us out of the hammock. “Let’s go out on the lake.”

“Only if you won’t ask me any more questions,” I say.

“I won’t, at least for an hour or two.” 

We drift and trail our fingers in the water, enjoying the peace and quiet of our surroundings. Caroline rows and I read aloud from a book. It’s easy to forget my worries as we tie the boat to the dock and stroll back to the house. A few stars appear in the sky, twinkling as the light fades, and in the distance, a crescent moon rises. Later, it is high in the sky as I lock the verandah door and prepare for bed. I brush my hair and choose a book.

My senses tingle. I glance at the door and watch the handle move as he tries to enter. My heart stops. The handle jiggles and a shadow presses against the glass. “Go away,” I whisper.

He darts off.

The knock on my hall door nearly scares me to death. I open it. “Is everything all right tonight?” Mrs. Harris asks with a smile.

Repressing my nerves, I say, “Yes, thank you.”

“Tomorrow, we’re going on a picnic to the house of a friend. It’ll be hot, so wear something suitable. Goodnight.” She kisses my cheek and retreats.

Even though my room is stifling, I don’t dare open a window. A flutter of wings draws me to the verandah and a massive white hawk lands on the railing. Sharp blue eyes survey me as he settles in for the night. I sleep without any bad dreams. 

The next morning, our destination is an old plantation with extensive grounds and immaculate gardens. When we pull up and a young man assists us down from the carriage, I know the reason for our visit. 

Caroline’s mother grips her hostess’ hand. “Mrs. White, you know my son Vincent! This is my daughter Caroline and her friend, Evangeline.”

The older woman smiles at us. “This is my grandson, Gerard.”

“Let’s play croquet!” he says.

Exchanging a grin with me, Caroline follows him across the lawn. “How is the game played?”

“You put the balls through the wire arches. I’ll show you.”

I nudge Vincent. “Didn’t she beat you at this last summer?”

“Yes.” He shoves up his glasses and wanders off.

Caroline botches her first shot. Laughing, Gerard puts his arms around her, his hands on her wrists, and shows her how to swing. I wait until she joins me on the sidelines. 

“If he finds out you know how to play, he won’t like it.”

Her eyes twinkle. “Oh, yes he will.”

Since I’m terrible at croquet, I watch them. Caroline starts badly but her desire to win forces her to catch up. Gerard stops beside me for a drink of lemonade. “She’s unusual.”

“In what way?”

“Most women admit to knowing how to play croquet and defer on politics. She fights me on politics and feigns stupidity at croquet!”

I smile. “She’ll beat you at both.”

“Yes, I can see that. Maybe we should stop for lunch!” Winking at me, he tosses aside his mallet. 

We eat together under the trees. Vincent sketches birds. Caroline argues with Gerard about women’s rights, journalism, and Abraham Lincoln. They have such a heated debate over the last round of their croquet game that she throws down her mallet and stomps away.

“Oh dear,” says Mrs. White. “I hoped she’d like him.”

Laughing, I answer, “She does.” 

She refuses to speak to him the rest of the afternoon. When he takes us to our carriage, he leans over the door and asks, “May I see you again?”

Her chin juts out in a pout. “No.”

“Oh, please, Caroline?” His tone is full of amusement.

“Fine, you can meet us at the museum for the Tesla exhibit.” 

Grinning, he steps back and waves us off. Our arrival at the exhibit has her searching the crowd for him. Vincent grabs my hand and drags me into the main hall. Caroline follows in our wake. “Look at this! Do you know what it does? Look! That gear there...”

“There you are,” Gerard says and joins us.

Leaving them to one another, I go with Vincent. The machines spurt, twist, and spin. They emit smoke and flames. 

“The one I most want to see is...” We round the corner and stop short. “That,” whispers Vincent.

Two giant columns stand a distance apart and flashes of light flicker between them. It is eerie listening to an electrical current and watching slender blue tendrils snap through the air. Vincent starts forward and I catch his arm, dragging him back again. He scowls at me. 

“Breathtaking, isn’t it?” Tesla stands behind us, tall and sharp in his features. “I’ve spent my entire life trying to mimic the greatness of Mother Nature. This is the closest I’ve come but even it can’t compare to the real thing. We can but grasp at the greatness of the universe and hope to emulate it, for we can’t capture it and certainly can never tame it.” 

Vincent stares at him with his mouth open. “You’re...”

“Nikola Tesla, my boy.” They shake hands with a spark of electricity. “Enjoy it; they won’t let me leave it on for long.” 

Still gaping, Vincent shoves his program forward. “Sign it?”

Tesla signs his name and turns to me. “Have we met?”

“I ran into your assistant in the street.”

His eyes twinkle. “In the museum, too.”

I laugh and turn red. “I should apologize... is he here?”

“No, he went home.” His face darkens as the curator pushes through the crowd. “I see it’s time to switch off the Coil. If only Mother Nature were as easy to control. If you’ll excuse me...” He bolts away to intercept the curator. They argue with much waving of hands. The curator storms out of sight and the machine turns off. It’s much quieter without it on. Mothers jerk back children from suspicious-looking machines. I spend a half hour staring at his “x-ray” machine and the accompanying photographs.

“Is that what we look like inside?” Vincent asks.

“Haven’t you ever seen a skeleton?”

“Yeah but...” 

Gerard and Caroline appear behind us. She latches onto his arm. “I’ve had enough steam and blue fire for one day. Let’s have ice cream in the park and walk around the lake. It’s beautiful outside.” 

“It’s hot, that’s what it is.” Gerard grins at her.

Heaping mounds of ice cream melt quickly in the sun. I sit down on a park bench to finish mine off. Sucking the ice cream out of the cone, I glance at the others. Caroline and Gerard lean against the railing in front of me, deep in discussion. Vincent is a short distance away with his charcoal pencil flying madly across a blank sheet of paper. The boardwalk is full of activity. Squirrels run along the ground, snatching up whatever people drop and licking paper wrappers. Breaking the cone into several pieces, I focus on the nearest squirrel. 

Come here, little one.

He bounds across the grass and onto the bench. I give a piece to him and he darts off. I shade my eyes. 

What about you?

Another squirrel abandons peanut shells for a bite. I give the last piece to a final squirrel and wipe my hands. 

“How did you do that?”

The childish voice causes me to jump and look over my shoulder at the wide-eyed little girl dripping ice cream all over the pavement. Glancing at the others, I lean over and whisper, “Magic.”
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​​Chapter Three
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I watch our things loaded atop the carriage for our return drive. Vincent is riding with their parents in a separate coach. “I can’t believe we’re leaving for Europe,” Caroline complains. “I’m just getting to know Gerard!”

Her mother passes us on the stairs. “His parents often travel abroad. I’m sure you’ll see him soon.” 

She brightens somewhat. The servant straps the last of the trunks and leaps down, dusting off his hands. Her parents and brother climb in the first coach. Caroline and I enter the second. She glances inside our packed basket of goodies. I watch the manor fade away through the window and listen to her talk. 

“Mother is worried about leaving the suffragists for two months, but we’re assured the organization is in capable hands.” Caroline leans back in her seat and puts her feet up on the velvet cushion. 

Biting into a strawberry, I say, “I’m sure it will do fine.”

“I’m not. Sometimes I think women will never have the vote, or much of a say about anything. Men like us for our beauty, or our charm, not our wits. We can accomplish so much but we’re not allowed to do anything.” Her frown fades as we cross the river. “The first woman to cast a vote did so in the 1700’s, on behalf of her husband who was away fighting in the Revolution. So it’s not entirely unheard of!”

“I hope she cast a vote for the right side!” I laugh.

“Yours is a Revolutionary family, isn’t it?”

Leaning into the seat, I nod. “Mother never talks about them, but she has one of my great, great grandfather’s pistols.”

“You’ll have to show it to me one day!”

Late afternoon light flickers across the grounds as the carriage pulls up before my house. The footman leaps down to unload my trunk. Our servant carries it inside. I hug Caroline. “Come see me at least once before we leave,” she says.

Squeezing her hand, I promise and go inside. Sebastian meets me on the threshold. I pick him up, his loud purr resonating in my ear. I missed you!

Mother accompanies me upstairs. “You must be tired.”

“Yes, much as I love Caroline, she talks constantly.”

She opens the door to my room. “Your trunk is here. I had fresh water brought up. Rest and I’ll see you at supper.” She kisses my cheek, squeezes my hand, and exits.

I wash my face and hands, dampening my hair and pushing it away from my face. Removing my shoes, I climb onto the bed and shut my eyes. Most of the light is gone when I wake. I hear Father’s voice downstairs. Sebastian is nowhere in sight. Changing into a fresh dress, I enter the dining room. 

Father embraces me. “There you are, and with a summer flush to your cheeks!” 

“Barefoot too, I see,” Mother says dryly as I cross to my seat.

“Let her be,” Father laughs. “Sit; tell us about your trip!”

Servants carry food in and out as I tell them about the museum. Over her pudding, Mother says, “I’m not surprised they turned off Tesla’s Coil. It’s dangerous.”

“I’m sure they wouldn’t display it if it was,” I counter.

Father sprinkles sugar in his bowl. “I’m sure it was a sight!”

“How is banking these days?” I ask.

“We have a new business partner. I’m not sure what I think of him but so far he’s done well.” The candles flicker and the wind stirs the curtains. Eyeing her, Father says, “Your mother had an interesting visit from her sister.”

I choke, my eyes burning as I press a napkin to my lips. “What?”

Glaring at him, she glances at me. “I have a younger sister, Henoria. We quarreled many years ago and haven’t spoken since, until recently. She came to see me this week.”

“Why?”

Mother puts aside her spoon. “She wants to meet you.”

“Since she has no children, you’ll inherit her estate and ours.” Father smiles at me over his water glass.

I stare at them both.

“Henoria wants you to spend the summer with her in the north, on our ancestral estate. I told her the decision is yours.”

Thunderstruck, I ask, “When must she know?”

“By the end of the week,” Mother answers.

Silence fills the room. I toy with it. “Do you want me to go?”

“It’s your decision. I won’t influence you.”

Jabbing my pudding, I say, “Then you won’t care if I do go?” 

“No, I won’t mind. Henoria and I may not agree on certain things but she’s ... remarkable.”

Sebastian winds around my ankle. “I’ll think about it.”

“Good. That’s all she asks.”

After supper, Father and I play a game of chess in the parlor while Mother reads aloud from a book. Once the clock strikes nine, I escape. The maid helps me undress and I lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling.
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