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			Epigraph


			‘It is wonderful that five thousand years have now elapsed since the creation of the world, and still it is undecided whether or not there has ever been an instance of the spirit of any person appearing after death. All argument is against it; but all belief is for it.’


			James Boswell, The Life of Samuel Johnson


		


	

		

			Author’s Note


			In the spring of 1851, I returned to live with my older brother in the house in which I was born. I was almost thirty years of age and wanted only to forget the past.


			Not long afterwards, Lily Bell entered our lives. Her arrival and soon her untimely ‘death’ marked the beginning of the events that I relate here, events that rendered forgetting impossible. Those happenings that I didn’t experience at first hand, I have used my imagination to describe.


			Whether or not I acted correctly, or as a woman ought, I leave to the reader to decide. I have in mind one reader in particular. I hope that she may one day read these words and understand. Perhaps forgive.


			This novel is dedicated to her.


			FS, Nether Hall, 1854


		


	

		

			One
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			Lily Bell opened her eyes. Her trunk stood on the floor at the end of the high iron bed. The other bed was empty – neatly made, as if it hadn’t been slept in at all – and the air tinged with the smell of burned toast. She lay back on the pillows, considering her new circumstances. They’d arrived late the previous evening and had walked to the lodgings in the darkness, going from the harbour up a steep path, a carter following with the luggage. The wind had blown her along, turned her skirts into a sail, and clutching her hat with both hands, breathing in the clean, salty air, Lily had forgotten the rigours of the journey and felt only excitement. In the first-floor room she was to share with Faye Salt, she’d lain awake on the lumpy mattress imagining herself on stage – Cordelia in green velvet, Ophelia in dripping purple satin, or Juliet in any costume at all. The roar of the audience rang in her ears as if it were real. Later, Lily realised that it was the sound of the sea. The sea lent itself to tragedy, she’d thought contentedly, drifting into sleep.


			The events of the last few days were still so surprising that Lily couldn’t be certain even now that she hadn’t dreamed them. On Tuesday, she’d stayed up late, listening to the night-time creaks of the house, staring into the embers, imagining the life that lay ahead of her if only she could find a way into it. Next morning, she’d been on her way down the stairs when she heard raised voices coming from the kitchen.


			‘Over my dead body,’ her mother said.


			‘I told you, Ruth. It’s settled. The thing is done.’


			‘Then undo it.’


			‘Can’t. I signed a paper. It’s out of the ordinary, I don’t mind admitting. She’s going to— Ah, there you are.’


			Alfred Bell was at one end of the table and her mother at the other, her face pallid.


			‘I’m going to what?’ Lily said.


			‘Tell her, Alf. Tell her how you plan to dispose of her. And don’t omit the reason why.’


			Lily could make no sense of the speech her stepfather gave. ‘Erasmus Salt … burden of debt … ghost machine …’


			She moved into the scullery to run a glass of water. It was Jennifer’s day off; the floor needed a sweep and the stone sink was stacked with pans waiting to be scoured. ‘And you, my dear child—’


			‘I’m not your child,’ Lily interrupted, from force of habit.


			‘Will be the human actress in Professor Salt’s—’


			‘Actress?’ The word had seemed to hypnotise her, to cast a spell over her that would pull her out of the life she’d known and into the world where she longed to be. Staring out of the window she didn’t see the bud-laden boughs of the apple tree swaying in the March breeze or the makeshift workshop that occupied most of the garden. She saw herself, on stage, in the beam of the limelight.


			Her mother began a furious riddling of the coals, clinkers flying down into the pan, the cat leaping from her lap.


			‘There’s a sister, Ruth,’ Alfred Bell said. ‘Spinster, I suppose. She’ll keep watch over her. Salt gave me his word.’


			‘Tell him, Lily,’ her mother said. ‘Tell him that you won’t so much as consider it.’


			‘There’s money in it,’ Bell continued. ‘The debt written off and a salary as well.’


			Turning back into the kitchen, aware that she played the first major role that life had offered her, Lily pulled her Chinese silk wrapper around her and stood very straight. ‘I shall go. My mind’s made up. I’ll send my wages straight to you, Mother.’


			‘Yes, Lily, but—’


			‘I’ll be launched on the stage. It’s what you wanted for me.’


			‘Not under the direction of Erasmus Salt.’


			‘Mother, don’t you remember? I met the professor, a few months ago. He was charming. He helped us.’


			Her mother seemed to choke on the rising plume of ash. ‘And now we know his price,’ she said, flinging down the poker.


			Despite the chill in the air, Alfred Bell was sweating, his skin shining. He mopped at his forehead, addressed the foot-hollowed brick floor. ‘She leaves tomorrow, early. It’s all arranged.’


			Mother had slumped back down onto her chair. ‘This will be the death of me,’ she said. ‘You mark my words.’


			


			Lily had imagined that when, the following morning, she and her stepfather arrived at the coaching inn on the south side of the river, the professor would audition her for the role. But Erasmus Salt had barely spoken to her. In the yard of the inn, by a hired coach and four, he’d looked at her with bright eyes and – in a gesture so unexpected, so uncouth, that Lily wondered now if she’d imagined it – reached out and taken a lock of her hair between his fingers. ‘She’ll do,’ he’d said. ‘Do even better than I recalled.’ He let go of her hair, passed something to Mr Bell and in moments her trunk had been roped onto the roof, her stepfather had handed her up inside the vehicle and they’d set off through the archway and onto the street.


			The coachman whipped the horses to a fast trot and outside the window a succession of shops, public houses and small factories rushed by. Sitting opposite Lily, Professor Salt stared at her – as if he could see through her black velvet jacket with the red camellia pinned to the lapel, right to the very bones of her. Lily had a sudden urge to wrench open the door and jump out, plunge back into the streets of London with all their rough comfort and make her way home. Keeping herself on the seat by an effort of will, she gripped the strap hanging by the window and disobeyed one of her mother’s cardinal rules: a woman should never ask questions.


			‘Where are we going?’


			‘Coast,’ the man replied, his eyes flickering away. ‘Ramsgate.’


			‘And might I know the name of the theatre where I shall appear?’


			‘You will appear. And you will disappear.’


			‘What do you mean, Professor?’


			‘Soon see, Miss Bell. All in good time.’


			He got a mechanical pencil from inside his jacket, opened a notebook and began making notes in the margins of a page filled with diagrams and what looked like mathematical formulae. His sister was equally engrossed, hunched over a length of black fabric with the distinctive twisted weave of mourning crape, hemming it with careful stitches.


			The whip’s shout rang on the air, hooves clattering on the metalled road. Lily was sure she’d never in her life travelled at such speed. Rows of terraces gave way to copses of bare-branched trees, a common where a white horse grazed, a grand grey old house standing alone behind its walls. As the two pairs galloped past orchards and hop fields, the carriage rocking and swaying like a giant, battered cradle, it began to rain. Water pelted the windows and seeped round the door, dampening the straw on the floor. The mirror above the seat opposite Lily misted over and her reflection blurred then vanished. She could no longer snatch glimpses of the feathers waving on her hat, check that it was really her that sat in this coach on this spring day, racing towards her future.


			


			The spinster started as Lily entered the room, springing to her feet, her thimble rolling from her lap.


			‘I didn’t hear you on the stairs.’


			‘Mother says I have a light step,’ Lily said, retrieving the thimble, handing it back. ‘Good morning, Miss Salt.’ The parlour was square, bow-windowed, the mantel cluttered with sepia-tinted photographs in sharp shell frames. A red velvet chaise was pushed up against one wall, next to a stand of ferns and aspidistra that contrasted oddly with the watercolours of sea and sky that filled the walls. Lily had put on her summer muslin and embroidered mules, dressed her hair with care, pinning the front sections in coils, leaving the rest hanging loose down her back.


			‘Are there no other guests?’


			‘My brother has reserved this room for our private use.’


			Lily felt disappointed by the idea that she wouldn’t see any of the other guests. Or be seen by them. She picked up a photograph from the mantelpiece of a little curly-haired child, looked at the innocent gaze of the eyes, the dimpled chin.


			‘Did you sleep well, Miss Salt?’


			‘Yes, thank you.’


			‘Only, I thought I heard you cry out. Perhaps you dreamed.’


			‘Perhaps you imagine things,’ the woman said, peering at the crape, her face taking on a faint tinge of colour.


			Faye Salt was thirty or more years of age, her auburn hair less faded than her older brother’s, her clothes of once-fine quality. In her long-cuffed challis dress, a silver locket at her throat, she might have stepped out from an old oil painting hung high on the wall in some forgotten country manor house. Lily imagined herself playing the role of the spinster, the dutiful sister assisting her brother in his endeavours while her own life dwindled away.


			‘Where’s the professor?’ she said, more gently, putting down the photograph.


			‘He went out early. He said he had arrangements to make.’


			‘In that case, shall we go for a walk? I long to see the sea.’


			The spinster held up the length of black silk. ‘Before we go anywhere, miss, I’m to attach this to your bonnet.’


			Lily looked at the dark rectangle. She pictured her shallow-brimmed straw, the grey satin ribbons that matched her eyes, and laughed.


			‘I’m not in mourning. I don’t need a veil, Miss Salt. I’ve never worn one in my life.’


			The woman gestured at an antiquated black bonnet and cloak laid over a chair by the door. ‘These are for you,’ she said.


			Sitting down on the chaise, Lily felt winded. ‘An actress must be versatile,’ she said. ‘But I didn’t expect to play a crone.’


			‘Not on stage, Miss Bell. You’re to wear them when you leave the house.’


			‘But … why?’


			‘Those were his instructions.’


			Miss Salt began stitching the veil to the brim of the bonnet with quick, purposeful movements of her needle. Lily ran her hands over the worn, soft pile of the velvet chaise, smoothed her skirt over her knees. She was about to begin her stage career; had a chance she had longed for since childhood. When he wasn’t at the card tables, her stepfather was a scene painter. For as long as Lily could remember, their cramped house in Stepney had been magically expanded by the worlds that took shape under his hands. He worked standing or from a set of wooden steps, making daubs that from close by couldn’t be interpreted but from a distance translated into English country gardens ablaze with flowers, blood-soaked Belgian fields, moonlit groves where nymphs disported.


			Lily acted as his model. Before ruined castles, desert sands and plush drawing rooms, in costumes fashioned from old curtains, scraps of satin and lace left over from the trimming of hats, she’d played Cleopatra, Medea, Joan of Arc, posing for Mr Bell’s clients in the freezing studio, bringing his backdrops to life. ‘It gave you ideas,’ her mother complained, but the truth was that it had given her only one idea. She was an actress. That was her vocation, the reason for her existence, and she would succeed not because she was a great beauty – she wasn’t – but because of all that she felt inside and longed to express.


			She stood up, looking into the convex mirror over the mantel that turned the room behind her into a strange distorted world, curving the windows and the walls, shrinking the spinster on the sewing chair to a tiny figure.


			‘No doubt your brother has his reasons,’ she said, turning round. ‘He’s a professor of the theatrical arts, is he not?’


			‘No,’ Miss Salt said stiffly, restored to life size, holding out the bonnet. ‘He is a professor of ghosts.’


		


	

		

			Two
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			Gulls swooped over the roof of the long, low building. Inside, the workshop was dry and dusty, the air charged with a fine, white haze as if schoolboys had been pelting each other with flour. The mason was at his bench, bent over a slab of stone, delivering sharp taps to a chisel with a hammer. Erasmus Salt rapped his stick on the floor and the fellow laid down his tools, removed a pair of protective spectacles and untied the bandanna that covered his nose and mouth.


			‘Morning to you,’ he said.


			‘White marble,’ Erasmus said, raising his voice against the mournful cries of the birds outside, the bluster of the March wind. ‘Plain lettering. Wording in simple form.’


			‘My condolences.’ The mason reached for a dusty pencil. ‘Who is the late?’


			‘Young lady,’ Erasmus said, taking off his hat, casting down his eyes. ‘Not twenty years of age.’


			The mason nodded and for a moment stood in silence. ‘Will you be wanting an angel?’


			‘Angel?’


			‘It makes a seemly tribute.’


			Erasmus affected consideration of the idea. It was a good one. Would pay for itself, in time. ‘I believe she would have liked that,’ he said, piously, selecting from the drawings the mason brought out one that depicted an angel seated, her chin resting on her hands, her wings poised as if for flight. Locks of white marble hair curled over her narrow shoulders and down towards her waist.


			‘This will do very well,’ he said.


			‘Date of birth?’


			Erasmus felt for the note in his pocket. ‘Eighteen thirty-one. September first.’


			‘And when did the young lady pass away?’


			‘Just yesterday,’ Erasmus said. ‘Slipped from a cliff. Quite tragic.’


			Reaching into his pocket again, bringing out his handkerchief, he dabbed at his dry eyes.


		


	

		

			Three
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			The veil hung in front of Lily’s face, grazing her cheeks, her lips. Through the twisted weave, everything looked soft-edged and flat, as if the street, the little bow-fronted houses painted pink and white and blue, the higgledy-piggledy chimney pots and the great, watchful birds perched on the ridges of the roofs, were no more than a painted canvas. She was in character, she decided, playing the part of a reclusive actress just arrived from London.


			As they reached the end of the crescent, a gust of wind nearly blew her off her feet. Silver glinted through the crape and letting go of Miss Salt’s wrist, Lily threw back the veil. The light was blinding, brighter than she’d known light could be. ‘I must at least see the sea,’ she called over her shoulder, hurrying across the road and over a grassy cliff top. At the edge, she stopped. Far down below, two hundred feet or more, the sea stretched out – vast and shining, a great silver mirror dotted with elegant, tall-masted ships. On the horizon, shimmering against a deep blue sky, was the white, crinkled edge of the Continent. Lily had lived all her life in London, was used to slices of sky carved up by steep-sided buildings, the atmosphere fogged with smoke and steam, the horizon punctured by chimneys and spires. Seeing so much of the world in a single panorama made her feel intoxicated.


			Ignoring the spinster’s calls, she set off down a set of wooden steps that zigzagged down the side of the cliff. She reached the bottom and walked towards the water, the heels of her mules sinking into the sand, the hem of the cloak dragging. The wind was less down on the beach and the sea sounded soft, as if the waves whispered a message. A fringe of lacy foam sallied forward and almost flooded the toes of her shoes. Jumping back, bending to dip her fingers in the water, Lily felt its cold greeting. Her life lay before her, vast and shining as the sea itself, and she felt a terrible kind of happiness, terrible because it was so intense and because she felt, for the first time in her nineteen years, alone.


			In the distance, further along the beach, a figure seemed to dance. His shirt billowed in the wind, and his hair; he looked up at the sky, moving his arms and his feet. The man was juggling – tossing balls into the air and catching them, moving on the spot, the cliff at his back. A ball fell and he let the others drop, gathered them up and then stripped off his clothes and waded into the water. Lily caught a glimpse of broad shoulders, a torso narrowing to the hips, before the man plunged into the sea.


			A shout went up behind her. A man was hurrying over the beach towards her, one hand clamping his hat on his head, the other using his stick to hasten his progress. In the instant before she recognised him, a shiver ran through Lily.


			‘Surely,’ she said, tugging the crape back over her face, straightening the bonnet as the professor arrived in front of her, ‘no one need be veiled at the seaside.’


			Professor Salt scowled down at her. ‘Vital,’ he barked, gripping her shoulder with strong fingers, ‘that you are concealed. Do I make myself understood?’


			For a moment, Lily felt glad of the veil. She could hide her sense of shock that he should dare to touch her, avoid meeting the man’s oddly bright eyes. ‘But why, Professor?’ she said, shaking herself free.


			When he spoke again, his voice was returned to its customary silkiness. ‘For the performance. You wouldn’t wish to jeopardise it, I trust?’


			‘No,’ Lily stammered. ‘That is the last thing I would wish. I will do everything in my power to make the play a success. I’m ready to begin rehearsals immediately.’


			‘In that case, we’ll waste no more time.’


			They walked back over the beach, past a couple of dilapidated bathing machines, their ragged canvas hoods flapping in the wind, to the steps. She wouldn’t allow herself to be cowed – an actress must always retain independence of mind – but she would ask no more questions, for now. On the last landing, Lily stopped and glanced back. Far out from the shore, the dark shape of a head was moving through the water.


			The professor waited at the top, next to his sister. Brushing white dust from the shoulders and arms of his coat, he removed his hat and blew a drift of it from the rim.


			‘Come, ladies.’ He smiled, returning the hat to his head, gesturing for them to proceed. ‘Let us go to the theatre.’


			


			The New Tivoli occupied one side of a small, cobbled square in the old town. The elegant columns at the front were chipped and splashed with birdlime, the great double doors padlocked. Salt led his sister and Lily down an alley by the side of the theatre, past an overturned rowing boat, to a stage door. Lily had long dreamed of entering a theatre through the stage door and on crossing the threshold she felt a frisson of excitement, as if she were a bride entering her new home.


			A barred window let in a dull gleam of daylight that illuminated rows of steeply raked bench seats, a gallery above and, on the walls to the sides, raised boxes draped with swags of lace. The ceiling was painted with twin golden masks of Comedy and Tragedy, one face laughing and the other grimacing. A thick, seaside dampness pervaded the air.


			‘A fine establishment,’ Erasmus Salt said. ‘I’m sure you will agree, Miss Bell.’


			Discarding the bonnet and cloak on the front row seats, Lily went up the stairs on the side of the stage and with small, reverent steps, walked out onto it. The stage was larger than it appeared from the auditorium, the green baize worn thin, a huge chandelier hanging overhead. Standing beneath it, looking out at the auditorium, Lily thought of all the actors who had trod these boards before her, imagined the theatre full, every seat taken and the people lost in rapture, or grief, or pity. The New Tivoli was shabbier than the theatres in the West End of London, with polished brass and glass, mahogany doors, seats upholstered in red plush, that her mother had on occasion taken her to. It didn’t matter. What mattered was the play. Elated to be there, in the place where she would make her debut, she began to turn in a circle, her skirts swinging out around her, spinning until she staggered and almost fell, then stopped, steadied herself and curtseyed. Only Miss Salt sat in the pit. The professor was crouching by a gas lamp at the side.


			‘What is the play, Professor?’ Lily said, walking over to him.


			‘Not a play, Miss Bell,’ he said. ‘A marvel. Miracle. Wonder of natural science.’


			She felt off balance again. ‘But what is my role? My character?’


			‘Not a character. A ghost. Here. I shall acquaint you with the ghost machine.’ Standing up, getting out the notebook that he’d had in the coach, the professor began turning the pages, pointing at a series of diagrams. ‘So this is the angle of reflection – and this represents …’


			Watching the words stream through his crooked bottom teeth, turning the ring on the middle finger of her right hand, Lily found herself thinking of her mother. As Lily’s trunk had been bumped down the stairs, Ruth Bell had emerged red-eyed from her bedroom at the end of the landing. She’d pulled the opal ring that she’d had from her own mother from her finger, twisted it over the knuckle and held it out. Lily had loved the ring since she was a child; the stone was iridescent, turquoise and blue and green, the colours shifting in the changing light. For her it had represented beauty, a promise of a life she might aspire to.


			‘This is for you,’ Mother had said, her eyes streaming again, her face contorted with some awful emotion that Lily couldn’t recognise. ‘If you ever want for money to come home, sell it.’


			‘Keep it, Mother. There are wages and in any case, I won’t want to come—’


			‘Take it, Liza.’


			Only her mother called her Liza. It was her pet name for her, taken from her middle name, Elizabeth. ‘Follow your dreams, Liza,’ Ruth Bell had said to her, from when Lily was little. Then she would add under her breath, ‘Don’t make my mistakes.’


			Lily felt a sudden longing to see her mother, standing in front of her in her Sunday best, her hair brushed, her hands soft with cold cream and her face, if not happy, then composed, at rest in a way it never was during weekdays. She hoped her mother’s nerves had calmed, with the debt settled, and that she could now hold up her head in the street again instead of running out to the grocer’s in the twilight, avoiding the stares and whispers. Professor Salt couldn’t have known the torment his bailiffs had inflicted. He would never have allowed it.


			He had finished his explanation. Moving across the stage, he disappeared into the wings. Minutes later, towards the front of the stage, a large rectangular trapdoor opened downwards. The professor’s head and shoulders emerged through it.


			‘This way,’ he said, ducking back down again. Squashing her skirts through the aperture, Lily climbed down a ladder into a hidden chamber. It was small, no more than twelve feet by ten feet, and dark, the walls lined with heavy black velvet. A low ceiling, also covered with black cloth, sloped forward; at the front of the little room was a great mirror, placed at an angle so that it leaned backwards.


			‘What is this place?’ Lily said, uncertainly.


			‘This, Miss Bell, is the blue room.’ Salt held up a lit candle. ‘Where you will rehearse your return from the next world.’


			His sister arrived down the steps, climbing awkwardly, and Lily felt her way around the perimeter, trailing her fingers over the soft, enclosing walls. Outside the bright halo cast by the flame, the darkness was stifling, so thick it seemed like solid matter. She tried to imagine performing here, concealed from the audience, invisible to them. From what she’d gathered of Erasmus Salt’s explanation, she was to provide nothing more than a disembodied voice, some transient reflection of herself.


			‘No doubt your machine is a marvel,’ she said, trying to hide her growing sense of dismay. ‘But how may I play a ghost in a place where I cannot be seen?’


			‘Told you,’ Professor Salt said, leaning towards her, his eyes gleaming. ‘You will not play the ghost. You will become her.’


			He left, climbing the steps out of the room, taking the light with him. The darkness deepened, and from a corner the spinster moaned. Pushing past Lily, she grasped the sides of the ladder and dragged herself up towards the glimmer of light coming from the stage. Seconds later, there was a thud overhead as if someone had dropped a sack of potatoes. Lily scrambled up the wooden ladder and saw Miss Salt in a heap on the baize, her skirts ridden up over her boots. Her face was grey and her eyes half closed, rolled back in her head. For a terrible instant, Lily thought she was dead.


			‘Miss Salt! Miss Salt?’ She squeezed her clammy hand, patted her icy cheek, and the woman’s eyes flickered. She sat up and after a minute allowed Lily to help her to her feet. Pulling her mantle around her shoulders, the professor’s sister looked out at the shadowy auditorium.


			‘It’s the dark,’ she said, in a tremulous voice. ‘The dark.’


		


	

		

			Four
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			A hand grips his shoulder. He is deep down under the surface but the hand jerks him upwards. ‘Erasmus!’ That is his name. He is Erasmus. He opens one eye. At first, there’s only darkness, and then he makes out his father, bent over him. Father’s whiskers meet under his chin in two broad stripes; his breath is sharp and sour.


			‘Get up,’ he says, his voice slurred. ‘Come and see your mother.’


			‘Yes, Father.’


			Scrambling out of bed, Erasmus pulls on his nightcap. He closes his mouth so he is not gawping like an idiot. He needs to piss but doesn’t dare to use the pot.


			‘Hurry up.’


			‘Yes, Father.’


			Father is in the doorway, waiting for him. He is dressed in a black jacket and a white shirt and where his bow tie should be, the collar is open, the studs unfastened.


			‘Hurry up, damn you,’ Father says. Erasmus rubs his eyes. He must do as he is told or Father will hurt him, hurt him in a way that Father pretends doesn’t hurt, twisting his ear or tickling him too hard so he has no breath left to scream with or holding him out over the parapet of the bridge over the river as a joke. Father is like the puzzle jug in the kitchen that has three spouts and Erasmus never knows where the water will pour from; his father pours funny then serious then angry.


			Father reaches out and grabs him by the wrist, pulls him along the corridor. Erasmus has to run to keep up, the boards creaking underfoot. He stumbles on a rug and Father yanks him to his bare feet, pulls him through the long drawing room at the front of the house, under the dark-browed men on the walls who could never have been boys. They pass along a hallway and through the concealed door to the servants’ staircase. Up one uncarpeted flight of stairs, then another. At the very top, Father stops. Holds the lamp aloft.


			The trapdoor to the roof is open. A cold wind gusts down through it and Erasmus starts to shiver, his teeth chattering. Night has entered the house; it is not held at bay by glass and curtains, walls and ceilings, it is stalking the passageway and he’s breathing it in.


			‘Go and see your mother,’ Father says, lurching on his feet, shoving Erasmus towards the iron ladder that leads to the trapdoor.


			Erasmus bites his lip. He has a stitch and he’s struggling not to cry. Mother’s room isn’t up here. He’s been tricked again. He is a little fool.


			‘Go on,’ Father roars. ‘Get up there.’


			Erasmus shrinks inside, his being turning hard and secret as an acorn. Grasping the sides of the ladder, gripping the cold bars, he gets one foot up onto the bottom rung, and begins to climb. The ladder is vertical and if he lets go he will fall off it and die, like the stable boy who fell from the hayloft. He can see nothing, can only feel the iron rods, narrow and hard on the soles of his feet. He reaches the top and crawls out on his hands and knees onto the cold, smooth lead. The moon is big and round and the slates are silver grey and silent, a city of steep-sided slopes and narrow troughs, the four great stone lions on each corner of the tower keeping watch over the kingdom of the roof. Each lion has the family motto inscribed on its plinth. Non Omnis Moriar. I Shall Not Wholly Die.


			Father arrives, coming up the ladder and onto the roof, tearing the knee of his trousers, cursing as he gets to his feet. Grabbing Erasmus’s arm, he pulls him again along a walkway. The two of them are moving fast but Erasmus sees everything clearly. The moon is hidden now behind high soft clouds that spread the light evenly, illuminating on one side the stone parapet topped with lichen, on the other the slope of a roof like a smooth, even mountain. The big, rough-edged, grey tiles are still and patient.


			They cross a square section of lead to where the tower is. Look, Father says, stopping, jerking back Erasmus’s head with his hands. Erasmus is looking up at the tower where the lions are but he doesn’t see the lions. He sees Mother, standing on the flat roof. She’s wearing a white dress, the one in the painting. Silver feathers wind around her neck and the eerie light glimmers off her dress, her shoulders and the cascade of her white-blonde ringlets, as if every part of her is made of moonlight. She is the most beautiful vision Erasmus has ever seen and he forgets to breathe.


			‘Here’s your firstborn come to say goodbye,’ Father shouts. ‘Say goodbye to Mama,’ he says, more quietly. Erasmus gulps cold air. It is a joke, after all. He must find it funny, mustn’t be a bloody brat. He forces a laugh.


			‘Goodbye!’ he calls, his voice high and shrill in his ears.


			‘Wave to Mama.’ Father jerks his arm up into the air, gripping it too tight. Erasmus waves his arm, madly, back and forwards.


			‘Goodbye,’ he screams. ‘Goodbye, Mama.’


			At the same time, Father shouts, ‘Go on. If you’re going to.’


			Mother turns and looks down at where Erasmus is, straight at him. He stops waving. It is her turn, he is waiting for her to wave back but she takes three steps towards the very edge of the tower, slowly, one, two, up onto the parapet, and then she is flying, a silver bird with silver feathers, her wings spread, her hair streaming behind her. She plummets, downwards. Disappears. There is nothing – only the empty tower. The empty air. The roof, lit like a stage.


			Erasmus woke up, his limbs rigid, jaw clenched. He lay in the darkness as the outline of a tallboy emerged, the shape of his own hat on top of it. Outside, an invisible pack of gulls screamed and scrapped and flapped. As the minutes passed, the pain in his jaw, the ache in his molars, began to ease. He was here, now. Not there, then. He would never be there, then, again. And, if his great work succeeded – not if, he reminded himself, but when – he would see his mother restored to life. Non Omnis Moriar.


		


	

		

			Five
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			At dinner, Faye found herself sitting opposite Lily. The girl was dressed in pink taffeta, the white satin bow at the neck accentuating her unusual hair. It was white-blonde, so pale it appeared in the light of the lamp suspended over the table as if bleached by peroxide. Her eyebrows and lashes were the same.


			‘How does one become a ghost professor?’ she said, propping her elbows on the table.


			‘Through years of investigation, Miss Bell. Patient study and experimentation. And consultations with others working in the field, of course.’


			Faye broke a water biscuit into pieces, pressing the sharp crumbs against the damask with the tips of her fingers. It was new, this title that Ras had given himself. She wished that when he’d finished university he’d taken orders, as their father and mother would surely have wished. Become a Reverend rather than a self-appointed ghost professor. Although if anyone deserved the title, Faye supposed it was Erasmus.


			‘You can call me professor in that case,’ said one of the other guests. ‘Professor of the Racehorses.’


			The man’s wife and daughter laughed and Erasmus’s features stiffened. Putting a glass of wine to his lips, he drank, setting it down half empty. From the side of her spoon, Faye took a sip of pea soup. Erasmus had instructed her to keep the girl away from every living soul but they’d both failed to anticipate other guests at Mrs Webb’s drop-leaf dining table.


			‘What form of study?’ Miss Bell persisted. ‘How can you study ghosts?’


			‘Shall explain all you need to know in due course,’ Erasmus said, his smile not reaching his eyes. ‘Rest assured of that.’


			Faye put down her spoon. ‘Are you fond of the seaside, Miss Bell? Did you visit as a child?’


			‘Yes, Miss Salt,’ Lily said, distractedly. ‘When we were able.’


			‘I have never in my life been in a bathing machine,’ volunteered the other young lady present at the table. ‘I’m dying to try sea-bathing, when the weather improves.’ The aspiration proved to be shared by Lily, and to Faye’s relief subsequent courses of fried plaice, curried mutton and apple tarts passed in discussion of the health benefits of salt water and tonic air, and the risks for ladies of being observed through gentlemen’s binocular glasses. Later – after Turkish coffee, cordial goodnights to the other guests, an invitation from the wife to Lily to join them for a walk the next day, which Erasmus on her behalf refused – Faye, Erasmus and Miss Bell retired to their own parlour.


			A driftwood fire hissed damply in the grate and, pushing the red velvet chaise closer to the hearth, Miss Bell stared into the curls of smoke, sucking on the end of a strand of hair. Erasmus paced up and down, rattling the china in a corner cabinet. He hadn’t rid himself entirely of the white dust, Faye noticed. Some remained in his hair, on the cuff of his jacket. She wondered what it was.


			‘We shall dine in here from now on,’ he said, making a bow from the doorway. ‘Your forgiveness, ladies. Work to do.’


			Faye got out one of the skeins of fine white lambswool she’d bought before leaving London and enlisted Miss Bell’s help to wind a ball. The actress opened a book of plays and by the light of some ill-smelling candles – piped gas had yet to reach the crescent, the landlady had complained as she ladled out the soup – Faye got out her crochet hook and with no clear purpose in mind, began to cast on.


			


			She had returned to her childhood home only recently. Neither of the carters waiting outside the station had been willing to take her up and she’d walked from the station, struggling with the weight of her valise, barely noticing the tunnel of tall oaks through which she passed, their gnarled arms linked over her head. Beyond the deserted smithy at the crossroads, stopping for a minute to rest, she’d felt the temperature plummet, as if she’d stepped into an icehouse. As she put down her bag, she heard a cry – a choked, strangled cry that sounded like a woman’s. With a sense of dread, her skin prickling, Faye looked around her.


			‘Who is it? Is anyone there?’


			No answer came. The lane was empty ahead and behind and she heard nothing more, only birdsong, the seething quiet of grass and moss and trees, the musical trickle of an unseen stream.


			It was dusk by the time she arrived at the old house. Nether Hall stood in a hollow and only the top of the tower on the east wing emerged from the low-lying mist, the lions standing proud. Passing the iron gates, continuing on down the lane, she climbed the stile and entered the grounds beyond the kitchen garden. The chalybeate spring still flowed. Cupping the rusty brown water in her palms, she drank, then made her way past the stables and towards the house, her feet silent on the sandy ground. As she approached the great studded front door, it opened. Her brother emerged and stood on the threshold, pulling on his gloves. His head was bowed, his shoulders set like a bullmastiff’s.


			‘Erasmus!’ she said, from the shadows. ‘Good evening.’


			‘Expected you sooner,’ he said, without surprise. ‘Didn’t you get my letter?’


			Faye looked down at the boot scraper, the familiar stone threshold. ‘I came as soon as I could. Why did you send for me?’


			‘Got a use for you. You’ll help me out, I trust?’


			She’d nodded, her mouth dry again. ‘Of course I will.’


			Her bedroom was as she’d left it but musty-smelling and cold with the particular chill of a room long unoccupied. Shaking dust from the bed curtains, prising open the window, she sat down at her old writing desk. The blotter bore traces of her own handwriting – faint, reversed, illegible. Opening the roll top, twisting the lid from an inkbottle and breathing in the familiar smell of iron and clove, Faye thought for a moment about taking up her diary-writing again. The page wouldn’t condemn her and to it she could relate those things that couldn’t be uttered to a living being. Getting to her feet, she screwed the lid on the bottle, flung the pen and notebooks back inside the desk and shut it with a clatter of slats.


			‘Forget,’ she instructed herself, speaking aloud. ‘Forget. Forget. Forget.’


			


			Later that evening, Faye found Erasmus sitting alone at the dining-room table. He was hacking slices from a side of bacon, dipping his knife into a pot of yellow mustard, sandwiching the meat between doorsteps of bread. She was about to try to speak with him, find out what his purpose for her was, when the door opened and a man came in with a tray.


			‘Balthazar!’ Faye said. ‘How are you keeping?’


			The man set down the tray and saluted, making a deep, groaning noise.


			‘Enough!’ Erasmus banged his knife on the table and Balthazar left the room. Faye took two cups and saucers from the sideboard. She poured the coffee, set one down in front of her brother. The cups were the old ones, their childhood favourites, with painted pictures of grasshoppers and ladybirds around the rims. Insects they had once believed might take flight.


			‘Why did you send for me?’ she said.


			‘Because I need you.’


			Faye felt a rippling shudder inside of loyalty and pity and fear. Erasmus wasn’t a bad man, whatever the world believed. No case against him had ever been proved. Maria Hedges had simply disappeared and Erasmus had been more concerned than anyone, leading the search party that went out scouring the woods and fields, helping to drag the lake. Nothing had been found, not even a stitch of clothing, a single shoe. It was shameful, the way the villagers had turned on him, the servants fled. All apart from poor Balthazar, who wouldn’t be able to find another position.


			‘I can see that you need me, Ras,’ she said. ‘I’m back now. I will keep house for you.’


			‘Travelling to London,’ he said, shaking his head.


			‘London? How long will you be away?’


			‘You too.’


			‘Me? But I have no wish to go to London.’


			Erasmus put down his sandwich and stared up from his plate, not at Faye but at someone behind her. Faye knew that he surveyed the large painting on the wall – their mother at the time of her wedding, her round breasts lifting out of her ivory gown, her face and shoulders alabaster, her distinctive white-blonde hair a mass of ringlets on each side of her face.


			Throwing his napkin on the floor, her brother got up from his chair. ‘We shall leave as soon as it can be arranged. Goodnight, Faye.’


			


			Six days later, they were in the snug of the George Inn at Southwark, the small room vibrating with the roar from the public bar below. Erasmus paced three steps in either direction, glancing out of the window, checking his watch and holding it to his ear. Faye perched on a settle in the corner, underneath a poor bald canary in a cage. It was early evening and they’d left Nether Hall at dawn, Erasmus still refusing to explain where they were going or why. She’d put on her stockings inside out, she realised on the train to London; she felt inside out herself.


			A man arrived in the doorway, breathing heavily, his trousers spattered with paint. The canary shrilled and fluttered its wings against the bars and Erasmus emptied his wine glass. ‘Brought the money, have you? In cash?’


			‘For the love of God, Salt. I—’


			‘Professor,’ Erasmus said. ‘It’s Professor Salt.’


			The man sat down on a stool. ‘Call off your thugs, will you? Been again last night, knocking the door at midnight. Neighbours all at their windows. The wife’s losing her wits.’


			‘A debt’s a debt.’


			‘I cannot pay,’ the man said, with a flash of anger. ‘You know damn well I cannot. You’ve had everything I’ve earned these last weeks. Everything I’ve got. What more d’you want from me?’


			Erasmus drew out a leather pouch from his pocket and thudded it on the table.


			‘Ghost,’ he said, directing his eyes to the smoke-blackened ceiling. ‘Dead and buried. Brought back to life. That’s what I want, Bell.’


			Under her travelling dress, Faye’s skin crawled.


			‘I don’t hold with your ghosts,’ Bell said. ‘Never have. Keep me out of it.’


			‘Not you. Your daughter.’


			‘Daughter?’


			‘Got a daughter, haven’t you?’


			‘The wife has.’


			‘I saw her when I had the honour of visiting your workshop last time. Unusual colouring. It was her innocent appeal that persuaded me of the necessity of making that first loan.’


			Bell slumped and shook his head. ‘Not a chance. The missus dotes on her.’


			‘I daresay you can persuade her. Inform Mrs Bell that the girl will appear on the stage. This lady –’ Erasmus gestured in Faye’s direction ‘– will act as her chaperone.’


			The man shifted his gaze.


			‘Sorry, miss. Didn’t see you sat there.’


			Faye returned his nod, her face expressionless, her mind churning.


			Erasmus held up the pouch and clinked the coins inside.


			‘Debt forgotten. Including the interest. Bailiffs called off. Twenty guineas a year in wages, paid to her father for safekeeping.’


			Pulling out a furled, black-edged document, Erasmus untied a black ribbon, flattened out the paper on the table next to the purse and presented Bell with a quill. Mr Bell peered at the document.


			‘Forgotten?’


			‘Said so, didn’t I?’


			‘Wages paid to me? In advance?’


			‘Deliver her here tomorrow and twenty guineas is yours.’


			‘All I ever wanted was opportunities for her,’ Bell said, unconvincingly, scratching a signature.


			In the attic room Erasmus had taken for her, Faye pushed a chair against the door. She drew the curtains mechanically, barely noticing the cries of the drunks in the street below, the thumps on the wall from the room next door. Getting into a damp bed, watching the trembling, distorted shadows cast by the nightlight, she felt a sense of dread about what new stage of his morbid preoccupations her brother was pulling her into.


		


	

		

			Six
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			The dolls house was three storeys tall, double-fronted, with a Mansard roof. Her father had given it to her as a birthday present, half a century ago. Inside, rich-hued Turkey carpets lay flat upon the floor, an aproned cook presided over a kitchen where an undiminishing ham dangled above the range. Milk never turned and potatoes didn’t sprout; none of the inhabitants had grown old or estranged, although Cook missed an eye and Baby’s rosy cheeks were chipped.


			Ruth Bell removed the provisions – baskets of eggs, onions and varnished bread rolls – from the dresser and by the light of her own oil lamp, with a scrap of silk, began dusting a roasted duck. Liza used to love to play with the house. It was she who’d made the cradle from a matchbox draped with flannel, she who’d painted Baby’s plaster cheeks. Putting the peaches back in the fruit bowl, Ruth stood the maid by the door with a tray in her hands and ranged the family around the dining table, Father at one end in his carver chair, and Baby at the other in the high chair.
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