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Introduction: Real Ghosts



I’m fascinated by ghosts, and entertain all sorts of theories about what they really are. That hauntings are caused by the uneasy dead, by spirits unable to find rest, seems to me the least likely explanation, about on a par with the idea that, down through the ages, people have merely imagined, rather than experienced, the phenomena we call ghosts.


A few years ago I read a newspaper article about some experimenters in England who found that the effect of low-frequency sound waves on human subjects was to make them feel shivery and frightened. More than that: the sound waves caused their eyeballs to vibrate, giving the impression of a blurry something glimpsed from the corner of the eye. The experimenters speculated that low-frequency standing waves might be produced by wind and other natural effects in old buildings, resulting in ghostly sightings and the notorious “cold spots” in haunted houses. Obviously, the next step (it seemed to me—not the researchers!) would be to construct a “haunted” house by using low-frequency sound waves to prove it. Not having the funds for such a project, I decided to write a story about someone who did. The result was “Haunts.”


I don’t think that discovering a physiological explanation for ghostly effects diminishes the mystery or the wonder of ghosts. Explaining why some houses might seem to be haunted doesn’t explain why people are haunted.


That’s what really interests me, and that’s what these stories are about: the relationship between people and their ghosts. Ghosts can be memories or obsessions, and, as in “Turning Thirty,” the single resolutely non-supernatural horror story included here, certain types of memory can be literally devastating, as powerful as any malign spirit. Saying that something is “all in the mind” is no kind of explanation at all; there’s no straightforward dividing line between the thing that happens and how that thing is interpreted by the people it happens to.


“Haunts” started out almost as a science-fiction story, an attempt to suggest a rational explanation for ghosts—but ghosts won’t be pinned down so easily. Block off one exit and they will ooze—or explode—through another. No matter how much is rationalized or explained away, a core of mystery always remains.


In my teens, like the narrator of “Haunts,” I hung out with a group of friends all eager to see a genuine ghost or UFO, make contact with the other side, or somehow prove the supernatural was, or was not, for real. We huddled around my Ouija board for hours, haunted graveyards, and drove off in pursuit of a mysterious “ghost light” in south Texas. No, we never proved anything; I’ve still never seen a ghost, despite living for many years in England and Scotland, both countries with a much higher spook count than Texas. I’m no longer quite so eager to see one in real life, but I remain fascinated by ghosts in fiction, my own as well as others’.


How people react to the unexplained tells you a lot about them; every bit as much as their relationships with other people. For me, the idea of a small group of people in a haunted house has always been much more suggestive than Jane Austen’s favorite formula of “3 or 4 Families in a Country Village.” My literary influences, as far as I’m aware of them, include M.R. James, Robert Aickman, and Shirley Jackson.


As I looked through my previously uncollected work to decide on the table of contents, I noticed the way certain situations, themes, and ideas reappeared. These stories, most of them written in the early 1990s, are nearly all “relationship” stories—and mostly about love affairs. The title announced itself as inevitable: here are stories about strange relationships—with ghosts, with lovers, and with ghostly lovers.


Despite the thematic link, the stories are different enough, I hope, to be enjoyed not only one at a time but also as a sequence. Some are romantic; a few even have happy endings; but most, in the great ghost story tradition, are meant to disturb and unsettle, rather than comfort, the reader.


—Lisa Tuttle Torinturk, Scotland June 2001





In Jealousy



I’ve always liked ghost stories without believing in them. But this one I believe, because it happened to me.


In 1985 I went to China on a tour organized by the Society for Anglo-Chinese Understanding (SACU). I went not so much because I was deeply interested in China as to get away from London where everything reminded me of my estranged husband. Even after six months I couldn’t stop brooding about what had gone wrong and how I might have handled things differently and saved the marriage. I had just finished a book, and I had a little money, courtesy of my ex, so I decided to go somewhere far away and utterly different.


It was mostly couples on the tour, which I hadn’t thought would matter as I wasn’t looking for a new partner, but it did matter—there seems to be a powerful instinct in human beings toward pairing off, and if you don’t do it yourself, others will do it for you. David and I were the only singles under fifty, so we kept getting put together on the tour bus or at table.


Under other circumstances we would not have been drawn together. He was in the catering trade, wholesale side, with no interest in my kind of literature. Physically, he wasn’t my type: very tall, big-boned, pale-skinned, with that faintly raw look you see in some Scandinavians. He wasn’t Scandinavian: his father came from Scotland, his mother from Manchester, and he was a Londoner by birth and choice. He had big teeth and his blue eyes showed a lot of white. He was gloomy but witty, politically conscious and opinionated, and his reason for going on the tour was similar to my own.


He had been involved with a woman called Jane for nearly four years, the same length of time as I’d been married. It was over, she had ended it, finally, by refusing to see him again, and, fed up with glooming around their old haunts in London, mourning what was lost, he’d decided to try to get her out of his system by doing something completely different.


Yet neither of us really wanted to forget. What we wanted, and what we found in each other, was a sympathetic, non-judgmental listener to give us the chance to talk about our feelings.


We became very close very quickly, in the way that people sometimes will in a new environment, away from the usual cautions and distractions. China itself, so overwhelming and strange on first experience, faded into the background, of less importance than the old, London-based events we were re-creating for each other, of less interest than the internal drama which was developing, the intimate heat drawing us closer and closer.


Did he listen as closely to me as I did to him? I thought he did, but maybe, while his blue eyes were fixed so attentively on my face, he was mentally rehearsing his next revelation about Jane. Or maybe he took it in at the time and then jettisoned all that unnecessary information. He must have had a greater talent for forgetting than I do, to judge from his later behavior, or maybe, being a man, he was able to do what men are always advising women, to listen, to understand, but not take it personally.


We became lovers in Shanghai, on an evening when we should have been at the theater, watching acrobats. We’d both cried off on grounds of ill health. Some sort of tummy bug had been sweeping the tour so this was a readily accepted excuse, but I felt guilty, certain that the disease would strike us for real now that we had invoked it. David laughed at me for my superstitions; he claimed to have none himself. He believed in neither ghosts nor gods.


In Shanghai we had rooms in a very posh hotel, far more elegant than anywhere else we went on the tour or than anywhere I’d ever stayed before. Nixon had stayed there during his visit to China. Staying there made me feel very grand and yet uneasy, as if I’d strayed into someone else’s life. When the others had departed for the theater, David came down the hall to the room I shared with Miss Edith Finch—it was all shared rooms; his roommate was another pensioner—flourishing a bottle of Vodka. We giggled like naughty children as we mixed the Vodka with some of Edith’s orange and toasted each other.


This may sound horribly naïve, but at that point I still hadn’t realized why we’d stayed behind together, why we were there in my room. I was so interested in his life, in his past, that I was waiting for still more revelations about Jane. I thought we would go on talking forever.


I took a sip of my drink and smiled at him expectantly. He took the glass from my hand and set it down beside his on the bedside table. Then he placed his hands very gently on the sides of my head, over my ears, tilted my face up to his, and kissed me on the mouth.


I was astonished and flattered. That must sound odd. It wasn’t that men had not found me desirable before—even during my marriage there had been the occasional proposition—or that this conclusion to our growing intimacy should have been so unexpected. But I had come to think of David, as a lover, only in connection with Jane. Jane, the unknown other, whom he called “genuinely beautiful.” This was not a phrase anyone would ever use about me. “Not bad,” “quite attractive,” even “cute,” but never beautiful. Yet he wanted me, this man who had loved a beautiful woman.


Did I want him? I’m not sure. I wanted something, but it was Jane I thought of as he pressed me back on the bed. In some ways I felt I knew Jane better than I knew David. I didn’t know her as I knew other women, as a friend, but rather as her lover had known her. I perceived her only and entirely through David, and tried to imagine him through her eyes. I don’t know if I identified more with David or with Jane, but I scarcely felt like myself at all as we made love for the first time on the bed in the posh hotel room in Shanghai. Outside it was raining, had been raining since the afternoon. The window was partly open and the damp coolness and sound of the rain came into the room along with the smell of rain-wet city streets, and the omnipresent sour-sweet fecal smell of China.


After we had made love, after it had grown dark, to the sound of the rain still hissing down, we talked. Or, rather, he talked and I listened. The subject, as always, was his affair with Jane. It was over, we both, we all knew it was over. He said he no longer loved her, no longer cared if he ever saw her again. He didn’t say that he loved me, but the implication was that my company and understanding, and this shared act of love, had finally cured him of her. Although I didn’t say so, I didn’t believe it. I thought it was a kindness he was trying to do me, trying to make me feel that I mattered more than I did, or to salve my jealousy, when it really wasn’t necessary. I knew it would be a while yet before he got over Jane. She was too wonderful, and she’d been too important to him. His hurt was too raw, his obsession too intense, for a single sexual encounter to heal. I understood, and it didn’t matter to me; I wasn’t jealous, only grateful to be involved in something new, taken out of myself and the pain of my broken marriage. I didn’t say that, though; I didn’t want us to argue, and anyway, there wasn’t time. We would have liked to spend the night together, but our roommates would be returning soon, so he had to leave.


That night I had my first dream about Jane. She looked a little like the actress Jane Seymour and a little like my mother twenty years ago. Smiling and kind, she told me she was so glad David had found me, that she knew I would be good for him. I basked happily in her approval.


All the next day we were discreet, yet discreetly let a few others on the tour understand how our relationship had changed. The day after that, as we left Shanghai, we arranged with the tour leader to share a room. The trip had been transformed, as holidays always are by romance. I still feel a little annoyed with myself sometimes that I experienced so little of China, allowing my inner life to dominate everything. At first everything was colored by regrets and mourning for my marriage, then the affair with David became everything. We might as well have been in Manchester for two weeks, going from one Chinese restaurant to another and spending all the time we wanted in bed. Sexual satisfaction kept me from seeing anything very clearly. Sometimes I look at the pictures I took and can’t believe mine was the eye behind the camera. Only the ones with David in them remind me of anything. Yet at the time I wanted nothing else, and certainly he was a better cure for what ailed me than half a dozen foreign countries could have been.


The first test of our relationship did not come until we were back home in London. We were apart for a couple of days, recovering from jet lag, and then we’d arranged to meet in a West End wine bar, neutral territory. I was nervous, wondering what would happen. Would we seem like strangers to each other? Would he want to end it? Although he had told me he loved me, I knew that something said in bed, in a foreign country, could be as worthless here as the pretty paper money I had kept as a souvenir. If he treated me coldly I would feel miserable, yet I knew it would be a misery quickly overcome. What we’d shared had happened so far away that it would not be difficult to leave it behind, in the past, in China, and get on with my life alone, refreshed and renewed.


I’ll always believe that David had meant to break things off with me, but that my attitude, the mental distance I kept, made him fall in love with me. He had told me how emotionally self-sufficient Jane seemed to him, and how irresistible he found her; sensing a similar attitude in me would have hooked him.


Once he became part of my real life, no longer just a story I was reading or a game I was playing on holiday, I was hooked, too. Everything changed. I had been interested in Jane formerly; now, I was jealous.


Yet I had no reason to be jealous anymore. He seldom spoke of her now, thought of her only rarely and in a different way. The talking cure had worked: he was over her and in love with me.


But I couldn’t stop thinking about her, even if he could. I wanted to talk about her, I wanted to see her. I convinced myself that if we met my jealousy would vanish. I would stop dreaming about her. We might even become friends. I suggested to David that he invite her over for dinner, or take both of us out.


“Are you crazy?”


“Why not? You’re still in touch with her.” He had told me that once they’d both realized their affair was definitely over, and had both cooled down a little, they had agreed to stay in touch, to try to construct a friendship out of the ruins of their love. He had even written to her from China.


“We’ve kept in touch, but we never meet.”


“Well, surely you can’t be friends if you never meet.”


“Maybe someday. But not like that. She wouldn’t thank me for that, inviting her over to meet my new girlfriend!”


“Why not? How do you know? You didn’t leave her—she’s the one who told you it was over. That’s what you told me. So maybe she’d be glad to see you’re settled with somebody, she doesn’t have to feel guilty—”


“You don’t know her. And you don’t want to know her, believe me. You wouldn’t like each other; I don’t mean she’s unlikable, or that you are, only that you’re very different. You’ve nothing in common.”


“Except you. Why don’t you want me to meet her?”


“There’s no reason for you to meet her,” he said impatiently. “It’s all over between us. Don’t you believe me? Are you jealous? Is that the problem? You don’t have any reason to be jealous. She hardly ever crosses my mind. She’s in the past. I have no wish to see her, and I don’t know why you should.”


It stung, to be told I had nothing in common with this “genuinely beautiful” woman who had been—as he had told me once and never since altered or denied—the one, great, passionate love of his life. I wondered why he loved me, if he did, when we argued so much and had so little in common.


It was Jane who brought us together, and Jane who came between us. I knew too much about her, that was the problem. He didn’t have to talk about her or mention her name for her presence to be summoned. The things which were connected with her in his mind also, as if by telepathy, called her to mine. I don’t think he realized quite how much he had told me about her, how many small details I still retained. There were a few songs—“Jealous Guy” by John Lennon and “Trouble Again” by Karla Bonhoff are the ones I still remember—which I knew had been special to him and so now carried a particular emotional freight for me. I couldn’t sit on his couch (loose covers sewn by her own fair hands), raise a wine glass (set of six, a present after she’d managed to break his last two), or turn on the kitchen light (the art moderne fixture was one they’d found together on a weekend trawl through Camden Lock) without being reminded of the woman whose place I now filled.


He still wore the large, square signet ring she’d bought him for his thirtieth birthday. I wished he would stop wearing it, but he was unresponsive to hints. Once, when we were making love, he hurt me with it very slightly, but even then he didn’t remove it, he was only more careful, which in turn made me even more aware of its importance.


No matter what he said or did, no matter how much he claimed to love me, there was always the memory of Jane in the background, in my mind if not in his, keeping me on edge or off balance, bitterly aware that she had been here before me, and that no matter how much he said he loved me, once upon a time he had loved her more.


Almost from the beginning we quarreled a lot, petty disagreements, but they added up. I didn’t like his friends and he could tell that mine didn’t much like him, so we gave up socializing with other people and just went out to dinner, to concerts, or to movies with each other. That was all right, but when it came time to go home we always argued about whose home. By any objective standards, his flat in a mansion block off Oxford Street was more comfortable and more convenient than my bedsit in Chiswick with the drummer next door, but my place wasn’t haunted, and his was.


I’m not speaking metaphorically. There was a ghost. I saw her twice. The first time was very late at night. I was coming back from the bathroom and saw a naked woman just ahead of me in the hall, going into the bedroom. I screamed. When David turned on the light, I made him search the room with me. He was first worried, then puzzled, then cross. He refused to listen to any nonsense about a ghost. I must have been dreaming with my eyes open.


The second time I saw her she was fully clothed, a beautiful, dark-haired woman in profile by the kitchen window early one morning as I stumbled in to make coffee. I didn’t scream that time, not even when I saw her vanish.


Although I’d still never seen a photograph of her, it seemed obvious to me that the woman was Jane. I thought it very possible that David saw her, too, and took those sightings for brief, powerful memories. I wondered if it was his regret or undying love which summoned her spirit, or if Jane’s was such a powerful personality that she left small traces of it behind in places which had been important to her.


I’d once read about a theory that ghosts were not spirits at all but simply powerful impressions left behind by particularly strong emotions felt in that place. If you take that as an explanation of haunting, then there’s no reason why it should be the prerogative of the dead. The living should have just as much psychic energy and just as many reasons for using it, consciously or not.


I felt very glad that Jane didn’t know me, or where I lived. I could get away from her. I’ve heard people argue that ghosts aren’t really scary because they can’t do anything to you, and I know now that anyone who says that ghosts aren’t scary has never met a ghost. I knew she couldn’t hurt me, I knew Jane wasn’t even dead, and still the prospect of ever encountering her ghost again was just about more than I could bear. I was so grateful that I wasn’t the one she haunted, that I could get away.


David wouldn’t listen when I tried to tell him the truth, so I made various excuses. We argued, I was accused of selfishness and of not caring for him, but there was no way I was going to give in. Whether he believed it or not, I was afraid to spend the night in his flat. As a result of my stubbornness and his, we spent fewer and fewer nights together at all.


We were drifting apart. In my concentration on Jane I failed to see that she posed no threat. I had imagined that when he found fault with me David was comparing me unfavorably with her, and that when he was forgetful or melancholy he must be missing her. It came as a very great shock to discover that he had betrayed me with another woman, and that woman was not Jane.


Her name was Vanessa. He was guilty but defensive: he’d felt unloved, I seemed so uninterested, I must be seeing someone else, the way I always made excuses not to spend the night with him.


At that point, Jane was so far out of the picture for him that I knew he would believe in neither my ghost nor my jealousy. The existence of a new woman aroused what his talk of Jane had originally stirred back in China. I can’t say that I fell in love with him again, because I no longer think I’d ever fallen in love with him, but something in my heart or my imagination moved again, and I wanted him fiercely.


He wanted me, too, although not quite enough to drop Vanessa flat. For the next few weeks London became like China, a foreign backdrop to our internal drama. We sat for long hours in cafés and restaurants I’d not seen before nor been in since, drinking endless cups of tea and rolling cigarettes for each other while we bared our souls. We were closer than we’d ever been, desperate not to lose each other.


No longer frightened of Jane, no longer in danger of seeing her ghost, I spent every night in his flat, even staying there by myself that endless evening when he went out to meet Vanessa for the last time. I was there, waiting for him, when he came back and cried in my arms. We drank Vodka and orange until we fell over.


The next two weeks were curiously flat. It was supposed to be a time of healing, and we were especially kind to each other, devising little treats. Yet we couldn’t go on spending quite so much time together as we had been; we both had our work, which we had let slide recently. Love could not be our whole existence, which was a relief.


Things went on feeling flat, and I began to feel sour and impatient and angry with David. I knew it wasn’t fair. I’d got what I wanted. Vanessa and Jane had been vanquished. He loved me the best. I had no more reason to be jealous. I also had no more reason for wanting him.


We dragged on together for a few more months. It was a hard thing to realize, harder still to confess. It was easier just to let things go on, and to think up excuses to avoid seeing him when I could. Finally I realized how absurd it was, and how unfair to both of us, and I broke things off.


It was more difficult, more painful, and much more protracted than that sounds. David took it much harder than I expected. I don’t know whether that was egotism on my part, expecting his feelings to mirror mine, or whether it was a fatal lack of ego, that self-denigrating certainty that no one could really love me all that much. At any rate, his response, his hurt astonishment, his pain, his tears, took me completely by surprise. I had hoped I could just stop seeing him, but he let me know how cruel that was, and I had to agree to the occasional evening together, the meeting in some neutral London pub or café for “a quick drink,” followed by dragging, relentless hours in which he tried to talk me back into love with him.


When I refused to see him again, he kept phoning. I got an answering machine, and so he turned to letters. It has always been hard for me to resist words on paper, and the chance to create a neat justification of myself without risk of interruption. Writing seems like the way to truth. If we could each tell our stories unhindered, in our own good time, in our own words, eventually a complete and final understanding would be reached, and we’d be beyond guilt and hurt. Maybe we’d become the friends he said he wanted us to be. But it didn’t work. After a while his letters began to seem as much an intrusion as the phone calls had been, and although I still answered them, my replies became shorter.


Then I was invited to spend three months teaching in America. It was only a summer stint, in Seattle, but the money was good and I had friends in California, Texas, and New Mexico, and I figured I could spin it out, with visits, to six months at least. I gave up my bedsit, stored the few possessions I couldn’t take with me and didn’t care to sell, and I was off, leaving no forwarding address for David.


I stayed away for nearly a year. I can’t say I completely forgot about David, but he seldom crossed my mind. My affair with him had taken place in another country, and, it began to seem to me, in another era, in a different existence altogether.


Much happened to me in that year, but the only thing it seems pertinent to mention here is that I began to have a recurring dream. It wasn’t an interesting dream, it was just me in a house which wasn’t mine and in which I felt I didn’t belong. I didn’t know why I was there but I wasn’t worrying about it, my one concern was simply to find a way out. The dream seldom lasted long, and I always woke up before I found my way out. The house was always the same, and it was not one I recognized. Bare wooden floors, architectural prints and old maps hanging on bare white plaster walls, modern furniture, no mess or clutter, just a few leafy green plants in odd corners … It seemed like something I might have seen in a magazine, I was sure it was nowhere I had ever been. There was a feeling attached to the dream, a kind of guilty impatience with being there, which I connected with David, because it was like the feeling I’d had about him since breaking up with him. But toward the end of my stay in America I began to feel that the dream was telling me I ought to go home, that America was the place I had to find a way out of before it trapped me forever. A lot of the houses I saw in California and New Mexico were as soullessly modern and “designed” as the house in my dream.


I was getting homesick for bad weather and good conversation in damp old cluttered houses. I had stayed away too long. Yet London, when I returned to it, was strange and uninviting. There was nowhere I had to go, no one who needed me. I called around to see friends, and found they’d all changed, their lives had moved them to other places while I was away. One had come out as a lesbian, another had a baby, others had changed jobs, relationships, addresses. At one point, walking down Oxford Street, I took the familiar turning and walked along to David’s flat. I had no idea what I would say to him, I just suddenly wanted to see him, but the name beside the bell was not his.


Someone I’d met in America had invited me to visit him in Edinburgh, so that’s what I decided to do. He worked for an arts magazine and there was a possibility of some work on it for me; anyway, he said there was a lot happening in Scotland just now.


I had never been to Edinburgh before, and I liked it. I liked the sharp, cold, gritty air; the lilting voices; the old buildings; the streets and wynds; the whole atmosphere. It reminded me of how I had felt when I first arrived in London, full of energy and possibilities. It was this I had been missing in America. I stayed for a week and considered staying longer. I talked to some people about a job and to some others about a room.


On my seventh night in Edinburgh I was in a bar, waiting to meet someone. I was early and he was almost certainly going to be late, but every time I heard the street door open I turned around to look. On about the fourth or fifth time it was a woman who came in alone. Our eyes met, briefly, she looked startled, and then some kind of excitement sharpened her features.


I felt a sudden, cold apprehension. She was about my own age or a little younger, very well dressed, attractive in a groomed, glossy way, with a look of intelligence. She was exactly the sort of woman I found interesting, and if we’d been at a party, with mutual friends, I would have wanted to be introduced. At first, that is, because as soon as her face changed, I didn’t want to know. I didn’t like the way she looked at me. I turned away, toward the bar and my drink, and wished I wasn’t waiting for someone, so that I could leave, or that he’d already arrived, to provide a barrier, because I just knew she was going to come over and talk to me.


“Excuse me—this is terribly rude of me, I know but I’m sure you’ll forgive me when you know, it is quite fascinating, actually—did you ever live in Ann Street?” She sounded English. She was definitely younger than I was. The intensity of her gaze was terrible.


“Ann Street?”


“Number Twenty-Seven.”


“I don’t even know where it is. No. I’ve only been here a week.”


“Well, perhaps you had ancestors who lived there? It is quite an old house, although it’s been done up.”


“I don’t have any connection with Edinburgh. My people weren’t Scottish. Sorry. You must have me confused with someone else.” I couldn’t even ask her what it was about, I so wanted her to get away from me.


“Well, it’s very strange. You see, we have a ghost in our house—I’ve seen her myself, several times, and she looks very like you.”


I heard the street door open and I turned away, hoping for rescue, hoping it would be my friend. It was David. As I saw him, and he saw me, and the woman beside me said, sounding more annoyed than glad, “Oh, there’s my husband now. He’ll tell you it’s nonsense, because he doesn’t believe in ghosts,” I understood all at once. I was this woman’s Jane. It was her house I’d gone to in my dreams, hers and David’s. The only thing I didn’t know—and I suppose I never will—was whether it was David’s mournful love which summoned my spirit, or her jealousy.





Mr. Elphinstone’s Hands



Mr. Elphinstone’s hands were cold and slightly damp.


This unpleasant physical detail was Eustacia Wallace’s first impression of the medium, and even after she had a good look at him in the light—the large, deep-set eyes, the graying beard, the high forehead—even after she had heard him speak in a well-modulated, educated voice, Eustacia could think only of how much she had disliked the touch of his hands.


She glanced at her sister and saw that, like the others in the stuffy, overcrowded parlor, Lydia Wallace Steen was completely enraptured. She found herself rubbing the palms of her hands on her skirt, and forced herself to stop. If she had been wearing gloves, like any properly brought up young lady—if she hadn’t been such a hoyden as to lose her last pair and too careless to borrow from her sister—if she had been dressed as the other ladies, dressed as she should be, she would have known nothing of the condition of Mr. Elphinstone’s flesh.


Lydia would be horrified—quite rightly—if she knew her younger sister’s thoughts. Eustacia struggled, as she had struggled so often before, to lift them to a higher plane. Mr. Elphinstone was talking about Heavenly Rapture, Life Eternal, and the Love Which Passeth All Understanding. Eustacia found it hard to concentrate. It wasn’t that she preferred to think about Mr. Elphinstone’s hands, or about the unpleasant warmth of the room, or about the fact that she hadn’t had enough to eat at dinner, only … all these things, things that belonged to the real world, had a power that abstract ideas, for all their beauty, lacked. What chance had Perfect Love against a joint of beef or a cold, moist, human hand?


“We imagine the dead, our loved dead, as being like us; as being, still, the people we knew—our children, parents, siblings, friends, sweethearts. We think of them wearing the same bodies, with no difference, only passed beyond our ken. But, my dear, dear, brothers and sisters,” Mr. Elphinstone went on, lowering his voice dramatically, “this is not so. Death is a transformation much greater than the birth to which it is sometimes compared. The soul leaves the body at death, achieving a new and wonderful existence. Mortality is burnt away with the flesh. There are no bodies in the afterlife, no flesh in heaven. Do you understand me?”


Heads nodded around the room. Eustacia nodded, too, wondering if there would be refreshments later.


“They are different, the dead. We cannot comprehend how different; we will know that only when we join them. The wisest course is to accept our ignorance, to accept that they are gone from us, God’s will has been done, and all is well. … But, of course, it is the nature of the living to question and to mourn … not to accept, but to want, always, to know more. Isn’t that why you’re here?”


He stopped, apparently expecting an answer. There were uneasy shiftings from his listeners, and Eustacia took advantage of this to scoot her chair a little farther away from the fire. A thin, elderly woman in rusty black silks cleared her throat gently, and Mr. Elphinstone let his dark eyes rest on her. “Yes, Mrs. Marcus? Tell us why you have come.”


“You know.”


“Yes, I know, but tell us.”


“It’s my son, Nathanael. He died at Bull Run. He was only eighteen. My only boy … I never knew the moment of his passing; I waited a long time before I heard of his death, and even then I couldn’t be certain. … For years I—But finally … I thought I had accepted it. Two years ago my husband passed on. And since then I have thought more and more about our Nathanael … worrying about him. Waking up nights fearing he was cold, or hungry, or hurting. Mr. Marcus could always take care of himself, and I was beside him at the end. But Nathanael was only a boy, and he died on a battlefield—I’ll never really know how he died. I keep thinking, if only I could have been with him at the end, to mop his brow or hold his hand—to give him some little comfort. … If only I could see him once more, to know that he’s not in pain, and he’s not unhappy. … Just to see him once more … just to have a message from him, would make such a difference.”


“Ah, yes,” said Mr. Elphinstone softly. “Yes, of course. Touch and sight and hearing are all so important to us, the living. We cannot communicate without our senses; without them we cannot even believe. And the dead, who have passed beyond that, still feel our needs and attempt to give us what we want … they attempt to touch us, speak to us, communicate. Yet how can they communicate without a body? How can they speak, how can they touch without flesh?”


Mr. Elphinstone’s burning eyes fixed upon Eustacia. She went hot and cold. What did he want from her? Everyone was waiting for her to answer. There was no escape. She opened her mouth and out popped: “Ghosts.”


“Ghosts?” He smiled gravely. “But what are ghosts? Of what are they formed? The dead have no material substance. They do not block the light. They cannot be seen. And if they are to communicate with us in some way, in any way, physical substance is required. Where is it to come from? Nothing comes from nothing, as the poet said. And they must have something if we are to know them. From whence does it come? Why, dear people; dear, dear friends: it comes from me.” His smile became positively beatific; his face seemed to shine. “I am uniquely gifted to give our dearly departed a brief, a transitory, yet not entirely unsatisfactory, semblance of life. Certain mediums are gifted in this way with the ability to produce a substance known as ectoplasm, an emanation from my very flesh which clothes the fleshless spirits and allows them, however briefly, to live and speak to their loved ones. It is not God’s will that they should be returned to this life, when he has lifted them to a greater one, but neither is it God’s will that those they have left behind should suffer unduly, or doubt His promise of eternal life. It has been said, truly, ‘Seek and ye shall find; Ask and it shall be given.’ So now, dear friends, dear seekers, I ask you to watch and wait as I offer myself unselfishly for the use of any spirits hovering near.”


The lamps were extinguished as he spoke, and the room was lit only by firelight. Lydia touched her arm and whispered: “Watch him.”


Mr. Elphinstone’s eyes were closed. He sat like a statue. The others, having been here before, knew what to look for, so they were aware of what was happening before Eustacia noticed anything unusual. It was only by their rustlings and murmurings, and by Lydia’s clutching hand that she understood it was not a trick of her eyes in the dim light: there was a whitish vapor issuing forth from the region of Mr. Elphinstone’s knees, upon which his hands rested.


But it wasn’t only a vapor. It seemed to have more mass and solidity than that. Now he raised his hands to chest-level and it was obvious that this amorphous, shifting, cloudy-white stuff adhered in some way to his hands, grew out of them, perhaps. To the sound of gasps and moans and sighs from the assembly, the shining cloud between Mr. Elphinstone’s unmoving hands began to shape itself, to take on form. A human form, although small. A head, a neck, shoulders, arms … That was a face, surely? Eustacia wasn’t sure if there were facial features to be discerned in the flickering light, or if she was unconsciously making pictures, as one did when watching clouds.


Suddenly Lydia cried out. “That’s my baby! Oh, sweet George!”


Then she tumbled off her chair in a dead faint.


*


The seance was brought to an abrupt halt by the need to help Lydia. In all the turmoil of fetching smelling salts and water and relighting the lamps, Eustacia did not see what happened to the ghostly baby, but it was gone. Mr. Elphinstone, pale and worn-looking, remained aloof and said nothing as the women fussed about poor Lydia.


But poor Lydia was ecstatic. A trifle shaky, but, she assured everyone, the shock had been a joyful one, and she had not felt so well, so uplifted, in years.


“He was smiling,” said Lydia. “I never thought I’d see my baby smile again! Taken from me at three months, but he’s happy in Heaven. He’ll always be happy now, smiling forever. Such a comfort, to see him again and know he’s happy.”


It was for this Lydia had come to see Mr. Elphinstone, of course. Eustacia felt ashamed of herself for not realizing. She had thought at first this evening’s outing one of Lydia’s ways of introducing her younger sister to society and, therefore, to more eligible young men. Then she had thought the seance simply another of Lydia’s larks, like going to hear the speakers for women’s suffrage. She hadn’t realized it was personal. … Indeed, she tended to forget that her sister had ever known the brief, bitter blessing of motherhood. The babe had not lived long; had died three years ago, and in that time there had not come another to fill his cradle. And yet it had not occurred to her that Lydia might still be mourning. Usually Eustacia envied her sister the freedom granted her by marriage, but now she felt only pity.


*


For days afterward, back at home on the farm, the excitements of visiting her sister left behind, Eustacia was plagued by something wrong with her hands. She couldn’t seem to get them warm, not even by chafing them in front of the fire, which she was seldom allowed to do. For there was work to be done—there was always work to be done—and the best way to keep warm, said her sister Mildred, was to keep busy: it wasn’t worth arguing. And it wasn’t really the temperature of her fingers which bothered her but something else that seemed at odds with it: although they felt chilly, her hands perspired profusely and constantly. She wiped them whenever she could, on her apron or a towel, but it did no good. Her hands were always cold and damp.


Just like Mr. Elphinstone’s hands.


She tried not to think of it. It was too silly. What could his hands possibly have to do with hers? Was there such a thing as a cold in the hands that she might have caught from him? She had never heard of such a thing—a cold in the head, a cold in the chest, but not the hands—but that didn’t mean it wasn’t possible. A doctor would know … but doctors were expensive. Her father, seeing her perfectly healthy, would not countenance a visit to a doctor. If she tried to explain to her father she was certain his idea of a “cure” would be the same as Mildred’s: more hard work, less idle dreaming. She didn’t try to tell him, or anyone. Embarrassed by this odd problem, she washed her hands often, and kept a supply of pocket handkerchiefs.
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