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    Thy soul shall find itself alone




    ’Mid dark thoughts of the grey tomb-stone;




    Not one, of all the crowd, shall pry




    Into thine hour of secrecy.




    – Edgar Allan Poe, ‘Spirits Of The Dead’ (1829)




    


    




    Ghost: the outward and visible sign of an inward fear.




    

    



    – Ambrose Bierce, The Devil’s Dictionary (1906)
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    Prologue




    Molly was fifteen when she began working with the dead. Well, that’s what she always told people. It was worth it for the looks on their faces alone: their eyes would run over her good gowns and soft skin and she knew they were trying to imagine this young lady growing up amid corpses. But that wasn’t quite how it worked.




    Her Aunt Florrie taught her everything she knew, and it was these skills that brought the moneyed classes of Preston to their house in the evenings. As they stepped into the séance room and the door was closed behind them, a velvety darkness descended: only the faint light of two tiny candles prevented them from knocking into the vast table and bruising their mortal bodies.




    The spirit medium – the best in the North, some said – seemed almost to glide to her place at the table. In the warm candlelight, Molly’s red curls shone like fired copper and the little flames danced in her green eyes. Her skin seemed to glow, as if phosphorescent spirits flocked to her from the moment she set foot in the room.




    Once Molly had blown out the candles and the sitters had joined hands, the dead would begin to make their presence known. Bells would ring; fruit and flowers would fall from the heavens, as fresh as if they had been bought that morning; furniture and ornaments would move as if they had lives of their own. Sometimes sitters would even feel the gentle caresses of spirit hands against their faces, reaching through the veil that divides the living and the dead.




    Molly was someone very special; her clients had no doubt of that. A fresh-faced young woman, barely more than a girl, who had grown up steeped in death, yet radiated verve and spirit and life. Communing with the dead seemed to energize Molly and brighten the sparkle in her eyes.




    After a séance, the sitters would gather on the landing, bubbling over with delicious dread at the thought of the ghosts they had just communed with: proof, no less, of life beyond death. The ladies (who knew Molly’s business as they knew that of everyone else in Preston) would marvel over such a talent in one so young, and say that it must have been wonderful for her to grow up with her aunt’s gift, to have been blessed with the ability to feel the presence of her departed mother. Molly would look at them – the sentimental tilt of their heads, the softened, sympathetic eyes – and know precisely what they wanted to hear. Florrie had taught her niece well and Molly knew that the most important thing about their profession was how to give paying customers what they wanted. Nodding her head slowly, and smiling her gentle, wise smile, Molly would tell them: ‘Yes. It was as if we had never lost her.’
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     1 Spring 1856




    Molly Pinner stood, a little precariously, on a padded footstool in the parlour of her aunt’s new house in Ribblesdale Place, while the dressmaker and her assistant bustled about her, wrapping tape measures around her body. Their fingers dug into her skin through the thin, creamy cotton of the new chemise and petticoat that Florrie had arranged to be delivered the previous week. The two women coiled their tapes round the fifteen-year-old’s body again and again, until she was on the verge of wresting herself free. But Molly wanted her new clothes too badly for that, and so she busied herself with studying the lace of her chemise, an intricate weave of China roses, full-blooming and in bud, flowing down her shoulder and across the top of her newly swelled breast. Digging her fingernails into her palms, she willed herself to absorb the pattern of the lace.




    ‘You’re done, Molly. You can get down now.’




    Gretchen Houldsworth was an old friend of Aunt Florrie’s, and Molly supposed that she probably didn’t usually address her clients by their Christian names. Still, to revert to formality now would make everyone feel peculiar.




    The dressmaker turned Molly around with a light touch on her hips, and as she faced her, Molly could see the recognition in her eyes; recognition she had become accustomed to seeing in the faces of Florrie’s oldest friends. Gretchen would have known Lizzie Pinner, and Molly had been told often enough that the resemblance between her dead mother and herself was quite uncanny. True, Florrie always said that Molly was a little fuller in her cheekbones, and her strong nose was nothing like Lizzie’s tiny, upturned one. But the coppery-red hair, the eyes which could look the picture of divine innocence one minute and as confrontational as a moggy cat’s the next, the pale complexion (even if Molly’s was peppered with a few freckles) . . . Molly knew she’d never be mistaken for anyone else’s daughter by those who had known Lizzie.




    Nobody had ever told Molly anything about her father: what he had looked like, what he had done for a living, where he had gone. Until she was almost eight, it had scarcely even occurred to her that she must have had a father. Florrie was the only family she had ever known, and that suited Molly perfectly well.




    She watched as Gretchen’s daughter and apprentice, Caroline, fished a package wrapped in tissue paper from her mother’s bag. Molly knew what this was going to be. A few weeks ago Gretchen had measured her for her first corset. By her own admission, Gretchen had neither the experience nor the equipment for corsetry, but she was more than capable of measuring her clients and passing the order on to a corsetière she knew in Southport.




    Gretchen and Caroline worked with quick fingers, hooking the corset together up the front of Molly’s body. As Gretchen’s discreet, experienced hands quickly tucked Molly’s small breasts behind the stiff boning before fastening the last few hooks, she shot the smallest look at her young client. Molly, trying not to look startled at this unexpected handling, dipped her the tiniest of nods: she now knew how to do this for herself, and at what stage in the fitting.




    Molly ordered her face not to flush, and set her jaw as Gretchen and Caroline began to lace her. She felt the pressure wrap around her back and across her ribs, pushing against her stomach and up across her chest, until it was done and she was free of the tugging around her body.




    She looked across into the mirror and smiled. Clad only in flimsy white underclothes, with the corset shaping her body into a ripple of curves, Molly was grateful once again for the Queen’s need to be entertained. Since Her Majesty’s penchant for spiritualism had become common knowledge, everyone with money to spare – and an interest in the latest fashions – seemed to have acquired an insatiable appetite for tilting tables, spirit boards and ‘materialization cabinets’. As people from all around the North flocked to Aunt Florrie’s door, she and Molly had been able to move out of the rickety little terrace in Ashgate Lane and into the new house in Ribblesdale Place, just around the corner from Winckley Square, the wealthiest part of Preston. Here, Molly and her aunt had a drawing room and a dining room as well as three rooms for servants in the attic. Best of all, they now had a separate séance room; no more cramming sitters into the parlour. It was a long way from their life in Ashgate Lane.




    And, of course, there were the clothes. Florrie had decided that as Molly was fast approaching womanhood (indeed, she had been bleeding for almost a year now) she should have clothes befitting her age. After all, they could afford them now. Naturally, Florrie couldn’t resist a whole new wardrobe for herself, either.




    ‘Well, we don’t want the clients thinking that the spirits save all their favours for them, now do we?’ Florrie had said with a wink. ‘That’d just make me a skivvy to them in the hereafter, wouldn’t it?’




    Florrie always spoke like that of the spirit world – at least, behind closed doors she did. When one of Florrie’s regular customers had come bustling up to them as they were browsing the shops one Saturday, Molly had done her best not to laugh at her aunt’s transformation into a queen of mystery, all slow nods of the head and unfinished sentences. To tell the truth, Molly wasn’t entirely sure why Florrie needed to put such an act on in the first place. Surely her talents were enough to keep the clients coming.




    And the people who attended Florrie’s séances were clients these days, of course; never punters, as they once were. This money lark was taking some getting used to; not that Molly was complaining. Now Caroline was lifting a china-blue gown with tiny pearl buttons down the back from a box lined with tissue paper.




    ‘Just sober enough for the day, but pretty enough to see and be seen in, wouldn’t you say, Molly?’ Gretchen smiled.




    A tap at the parlour door made everyone start and turn around. Katy, the maid-of-all-work (another new acquisition, and a somewhat nervous and mouse-like one), took half a step into the room.




    ‘Miss Tranter asked if you would join her in the drawing room after your fitting, Miss Molly.’




    Molly dipped her head in a little nod and Katy backed silently from the room. Molly wasn’t sure if it was that Katy was irritating, or just that she wasn’t used to having a servant about the place, but she always had to resist the urge to take the girl and shake her.




    Molly’s new house dress rustled as she made her way up the stairs to the drawing room. Gretchen and Caroline had had to dash off to another fitting, but promised to bring Florrie’s new shawl next time they came. Molly concentrated on feeling for each step with her toes through the thin soles of her house slippers, and tried to avoid tripping on her new layers of petticoats. As she pushed the drawing-room door open, she saw her aunt peering through the window on the other side of the room. Molly smiled.




    ‘Now, now, Florrie – think of your complexion!’ Nobody had been too concerned about the pallor of Florrie’s and Molly’s complexions back in Ashgate Lane, but it seemed that delicately subdued skin tone was another luxury they could now afford. For her part, Molly was rather relieved. She didn’t find the idea of a sun-burnished skin to go with her red hair appealing, particularly if it meant more freckles. Of course, these days they could afford to buy lemons just for Molly’s skin.




    Aunt Florrie laughed. Her laugh was still the laugh Molly had grown up with: not the repressed little titters of the wealthier ladies who attended the séances these days, but a hearty cackle, and hearing it always gave Molly a feeling of security that felt like having warm bathwater poured down her back. Florrie never changed – at least not outside the séance room. She could deliver any pretence for her paying customers, but it stopped when she recited the closing prayer and escorted the clients to the door (or, nowadays, had Katy do it).




    ‘I think I’m as weatherworn as I’m going to get, don’t you?’ Florrie grinned. In truth, she looked a great deal less aged than most of the women with whom she had spent her youth; that was what came of an indoor trade. Grey was beginning to speckle her light-brown hair and lines had recently begun to trace their way around her eyes, but Florrie could not truly be called weatherworn. Molly laughed.




    ‘Come and look at the new calling cards.’ Florrie had business cards already, but she had not needed calling cards until now. Indeed, before, she had worked nearly every day and had had no time in which to make calls, or to receive them. But now that she conducted séances only three days a week, instead of six, Florrie had decided that she wanted time to call on friends, even if most of her girlhood friends were still working practically every day.




    ‘Not that I plan on getting too cosy with the moneyed lot,’ she said with a smirk. ‘Wouldn’t do much for my air of mystery, would it?’




    Molly laughed and stepped closer to look at her aunt’s new cards. Florrie snapped the little silver box open and held it out to her niece, who picked out the top card to read it.




    ‘“Miss Florence Tranter. Ribblesdale Place, Preston. At home to visitors every week on Wednesdays”?’




    Florrie arched an eyebrow, but smiled, before returning her attention to the cards in Molly’s hands.




    ‘Yes, I have an official “at home” day now – who’d have thought?’ Molly replaced the card in its case and took a seat on one of the freshly dusted drawing-room chairs. She was hardly likely to complain about their newly acquired wealth, but so much still felt peculiar. Underneath her coiled hair, the back of her neck prickled a little, and she swallowed hard.




    ‘Aunt Florrie?’




    ‘Hmm?’ Florrie was polishing a fingerprint off the silver card case with her handkerchief.




    ‘What about Jenny? All this . . . it’s strange enough for us.’ Molly’s best friend for as long as either of them could remember, Jenny had been raised by her father, Peter King, the local ironmonger and a foul-tempered soul with a weakness for the drink. Molly and Jenny had grown up just a couple of doors apart in Ashgate Lane. They had gone to the local charity school together, but since leaving their lives had been very different. Jenny had taken a job in one of the local mills – Hamilton Cotton – pounding yards of new cotton cloth in tubs of bleach, six days a week. Molly couldn’t help but wonder how Jenny would take to being let into the new house by Katy and escorted to the drawing room. When Molly had lived in Ashgate Lane, Jenny simply used to turn up and tap on the parlour window.




    Florrie tutted sympathetically, inclining her head slightly.




    ‘Molly, you’ve known Jenny for fourteen years. She’s not going to turn from you now; none of my friends have from me, have they?’




    That wasn’t what Molly was afraid of.




    ‘I don’t mean that. I just mean . . . she won’t be used to all this: the drawing room, the doorbell, Katy . . .’




    ‘And we are?’ Florrie laughed. ‘Look, tell her she can just show up at the back door, like she used to.’




    Molly smiled.




    ‘Now, the other thing I called you up here to talk about: I think it’s time that you started working with me.’




    Molly look startled. ‘But . . . but . . . I don’t have your gift, Aunt Florrie. What can I do?’




    Florrie fell into peals of laughter and tiny tears squeezed from her scrunched eyelids.




    ‘The gift ain’t so difficult to come by. Don’t worry, I’ll show you everything. Lessons can start tomorrow. We’ll do a run-through before the evening, then you can help me with the real thing. I won’t make you do anything too hard just yet.’




    Wondering how she would become a vessel for the spirit world by tomorrow afternoon, Molly nibbled at a fingernail before catching herself doing it and pulling her hand away from her mouth.




    ‘Oh – and I’ve taken Eddie Rathbone on to help around the place. Some of the work’s just too heavy for a little thing like Katy.’




    Molly, snapping out of her reverie, looked confused. ‘I thought he worked at the butcher’s?’ She couldn’t recall ever having met Eddie, but she knew of him, as she knew of almost everyone else who had lived nearby while she was growing up.




    ‘He did, until they caught him with a handful of black pudding in his pocket. And his mother was a friend of mine, God rest her. She was expecting her pa to be watching over him, making sure he’s always got employment. Going was easier on her, thinking that.’




    ‘Why ever would she think that?’ Before she finished her sentence, Molly had a feeling she knew exactly why.




    ‘I told her.’




    The following morning, as Molly walked past the séance room on her way downstairs for breakfast, she paused and looked inside. She had done this many times before, both at Ashgate Lane and the new house, but today was different. The room, its polished floorboards chilly underfoot, was dominated by a large round table surrounded by chairs. The only other piece of furniture was a cherrywood cabinet standing against the wall. Closing her eyes, Molly tried to listen for the whispers of the spirits, her skin prickling as she imagined them touching her. But, as usual, nothing happened.




    When they lived in the two-up, two-down, Molly had burrowed into her blankets while the muffled sounds of the séance drifted up from the parlour below. Late into the night she would hear voices, most often Florrie’s, becoming hazier as she sank into sleep, and the hollow knockings and rattlings said to indicate the presence of spirits, but she herself never saw or felt a thing. It had never occurred to her to fear the strange sounds: it was all she had ever known. Sometimes she would lie there wondering if her mother was among the spirits floating around Florrie’s circle, but the only face she could conjure when she tried to picture Lizzie was Florrie’s – maybe with a small difference: a longer nose or a more pointed jaw.




    Molly’s stomach growled, despite the sickness that rolled inside her at the thought of a room filled with invisible eyes, hands and mouths. She left the séance room and made her way down to the dining room.




    After breakfast, Molly and Florrie went up to the séance room to begin the lesson. Florrie stepped into the room behind her niece and closed the door. Molly blinked in the dim light, until the room became less fuzzy. The only illumination came from the two tapers Florrie had just lit; heavy black curtains banished any trace of sunlight.




    ‘Well, that’s the table, as you can see. Little to remark upon there. That’s the cabinet –’ here Florrie opened the door to reveal a space that looked surprisingly shallow to Molly’s eyes ‘– but you won’t be working with that just yet. I’ll start you off upstairs; there’s something new I’ve been wanting to try.’




    ‘Upstairs?’ Molly was perplexed. The next floor housed only their bedchambers. Florrie smiled and pointed up to the ceiling above the table. She took one of the candlesticks from the tabletop and held it up to the high ceiling where a trapdoor, painted blue like the rest of the room, was just visible.




    ‘I’m not going through there, am I?’




    ‘Not unless you fall.’ Florrie smiled, placing a hand on Molly’s shoulder and opening the door. ‘Come on.’




    Florrie’s bedchamber had been freshly tidied by Katy while they had been eating breakfast downstairs. Florrie strode across the room and knelt down beside the green rug. Molly knelt beside her, smoothing her new dress over her knees to avoid wrinkles. Suppressing a cough, Florrie rolled the edge of the rug back to reveal the other side of the trapdoor.




    ‘I got the idea from one of my mediums’ papers,’ she was saying. ‘Eddie made it for me when he came by the other day, so it’s not the best but it does the job. Now, what you do is, you hook your finger in here –’ Florrie slipped a finger into a hole at the edge of the trapdoor ‘– and lift the door away. But you don’t just fling it off, of course. It’ll make a noise and give the game away. Just slowly and carefully take the piece of wood out.’ Florrie gently lifted the flap free of the hatch and lowered it down on to the floor beside her.




    ‘What do you mean, give the game away?’ Molly asked the question but she was starting to think she knew the answer.




    ‘I mean the clients would think it frightfully rude if they knew that I was allowing my niece to chuck fruit and flowers at them from above. They’re a bit more forgiving of such behaviour from the World Beyond.’




    Florrie looked into Molly’s eyes. She might not have counted spirit guides and the departed among her friends, but she was a good reader of people, and she knew her niece. Molly was a bright girl, very quick-witted, and she would do well in the business. She was fresh from school and would have sat through endless sermons on God’s opinion of liars and cheats, but Florrie hadn’t raised Molly to be pious. Like most residents of Ashgate Lane, they had hardly set foot in a church in recent years (though Florrie knew that questions would eventually be asked by their new, more observant neighbours).




    ‘Look, Mol. Do you remember when we went to the theatre the other week?’ (Another new luxury, and one they both thought they could get used to.)




    ‘Yes.’ Molly’s green eyes met Florrie’s.




    ‘Well, all those actors and actresses were playing a part, weren’t they? Putting on a show. Sometimes people want to get out of their own lives for a while, so they go to the theatre and they watch somebody else pretending for a couple of hours: people falling in love, or killing each other – that type of thing.’




    ‘And so?’ Molly asked.




    ‘We’re not so very different. They come to us and we give them a show: spirits touching them, or moving around the room, or sending them gifts from above. None of them has ever asked if it’s real. They want to keep seeing what they want to see; same way nobody ever asks why a man who’s just been run through in a play isn’t bleeding all over the stage. You understand?’




    Molly’s eyes were glittering, and a smile was beginning to tug at the corners of her mouth. Florrie suspected that her niece would enjoy the work of a spirit medium.




    As the morning passed, Molly learned the order of a séance, when to open and close the hatch (‘Don’t keep flapping it about, you’ll end up creating a draught or something,’ Florrie admonished her), and what to drop down on to the séance table below, and when. Today, Florrie had bought some fresh spring crocuses and a couple of apples (‘Be careful how you drop those, bruised fruit don’t look very celestial’). Now that Molly understood that her aunt’s talent was no nebulous, otherworldly gift, but merely the ability to spin the right illusions at the right times, and that it was this that had given them their new lifestyle, she found herself warming to ‘spiritualism’. She might not have been able to hear the voices of angels, but she knew how to smile like one.




    Eddie Rathbone arrived later that day, looking somewhat awkward as Katy showed him through to the parlour where Molly and Aunt Florrie were sharing a pot of tea.




    Florrie asked him to take a seat. A tall, rangy youth with a tangle of blackish hair that seemed to be forever falling into his dark eyes, Eddie looked at the chair as if it might bite him, and Molly wondered how he would have coped if he had been brought through to the drawing room instead.




    ‘Eddie, this is my niece, Molly,’ Florrie was saying. Eddie looked up at Molly from under his thick eyebrows. He mumbled a polite greeting and Molly noticed a flush darkening his weathered skin. Florrie started to outline his duties, and Molly excused herself and made her way out of the room. As she turned in the doorway, she noticed Eddie’s eyes flit furtively across to her before he cleared his throat and nodded earnestly at Florrie’s words.




    ‘So, what’s he like?’




    Molly had gone up to the mill to meet Jenny as she left work that evening. They wound their way through the streets, the spring sun making it seem earlier than it was. Molly had brought her parasol but she felt uncomfortable about using it.




    ‘I’ve not spoken to him. He only arrived this afternoon.’




    Jenny laughed and pulled her sleeves down a little. She had always been taller than Molly, but she had shot up so much recently that she had outgrown all her clothes, and her thin wrists and ankles were often on display. Moreover, she had a scar on the back of her right hand – the result of an accident at the mill when she had first started working there – that she was a little self-conscious about.




    ‘You can get some impression of him without speaking to him, though, can’t you? What’s he look like?’




    Molly gave in to the aching in her cheeks from trying to control her smile. ‘He’s nice.’ Embarrassed, she was about to balance her assessment with a mention of his grimy hands with their blackened fingernails, or his unruly mop of hair, when she noticed the splashes on Jenny’s apron where the bleach had sloshed out of the vat. Jenny was looking at her expectantly. ‘Nice,’ Molly repeated.




    The following morning, Molly bumped into Eddie on the stairs as he was carrying a coal scuttle up to Florrie’s bedchamber. Despite the warming weather, Florrie was still feeling the cold, particularly in the mornings and evenings, when she would often sit by the fire with a shawl wrapped about herself, breathing huskily into the heat of the flames.




    ‘Ah . . . good morning, miss. Just taking the coal up to your aunt.’




    Molly smiled and looked away before she could blush. They stood, pressed against each other on the narrow stairway, and Molly willed her knees not to start trembling. Determined not to look coy, she met Eddie’s black-eyed gaze and was somewhat startled to see the tautness of his jaw as he clenched his teeth.




    ‘Eddie? Is that you?’ Florrie’s voice came from behind the door. Molly and Eddie leaped like cats on a fence and barged past each other, Eddie towards Florrie’s chamber, Molly away from it. Molly did not allow herself to look back as she slid into her own room, closed the door and stood with her back to it. Glancing down, she noticed the streak of coal dust across her belly.
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    For the next few weeks, it seemed as though Molly and Eddie could not be in the same place together for even a moment without somebody else walking in. Katy appeared to have a gift for suddenly needing to be wherever they were, to dust or polish the furniture. One morning, Molly had followed Eddie to the kitchen, where she planned to affect a pretence of needing to talk to Katy. Of course, Katy emerged from the dining room with the dirty breakfast plates moments later and Molly had pretended that she had come to ask her to plump the pillows on the beds, before making a hasty retreat, clenching her teeth in irritation with herself.




    In quieter moments, though, Molly battled with a growing sense of shame. Her apprenticeship as a ‘spirit medium’ and her interest in Eddie Rathbone (both of which were progressing painfully slowly) had been preoccupying her to the point where she was not giving as much thought to her aunt’s increasing weakness as she might have otherwise.




    Florrie still went about her daily business: making and receiving formal calls, in between inviting old friends for a pot of tea in the parlour and conducting her séances on Monday, Tuesday and Thursday. Her voice was still strong enough for Molly to hear it from upstairs and know when the room below had been sufficiently darkened to allow her to open the trapdoor and shower the ‘spirit gifts’ down on to the assembled circle.




    But when Molly forced herself to think of it, she knew that Florrie was not as she once was. Her fingers felt cold when Molly took her hand, despite the warmth in the air as summer approached; and her lips often had a bluish tinge to them in the morning. She had developed a damp, clinging cough that needed little provocation: going outside or coming in, sitting by the fire, talking too long, all caused Florrie to shake violently under tensed shoulders as she tried to suppress the choking cough that rattled through her body.




    But no matter how much Molly chastised herself for paying so much attention to one of her aunt’s servants and so little to Florrie herself, she always found her concern about Florrie’s state of health lapsing into delicious reveries in which she could feel the roughness of Eddie’s stubble against her face, and the weight of his body pressing down upon her.




    It had also occurred to Molly that she hadn’t seen Jenny since they had walked home together from the mill almost a week ago. The two girls certainly looked different now: Molly with her slim frame laced into well-cut gowns; Jenny shapeless and gaunt in brown smocks and grubby working pinnies. It wasn’t that Molly was ashamed of her friend, more that she was ashamed of herself for being the one to have acquired the things they had both wished for as young girls. And now that she was apprenticed to Aunt Florrie, while Jenny was bleaching cloth in the mill, Molly couldn’t imagine they would ever share the same world again. On the afternoon before her sixteenth birthday, as she pulled the petals from some blossom surreptitiously cut by Eddie from the public gardens on the Square for tonight’s séance, Molly knew she would never join Jenny in the mill. She would not go back to her former life.




    That evening, Molly sat in darkness beside the trapdoor on a cushion borrowed from Aunt Florrie’s bed, trying not to make a sound as she listened to the circle assemble below: the soft murmurings of the clients as they found their way into the room, the scraping of chairs as they took their seats around the table. As the sounds subsided, Florrie’s voice drifted up through the ceiling, welcoming the sitters before beginning the standard prayer of blessing.




    ‘In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.’




    Molly counted silently in her head. Seven, eight, nine, ten. The candles in the room below would have been extinguished and the circle plunged into darkness, the best conditions for spirit apparitions. Softly, Molly hooked her finger into the hole in the trapdoor and lifted the wooden door free. From here, she could observe the séance in its entirety – or hear it at least. She listened to the whisperings and creakings and ran her fingers through the bowl of blossom beside her, inhaling the sweet scent of the petals.




    Suddenly, a shadow fell beside her, making her jump and clap a hand to her mouth. She had not noticed the faint glow of the landing gas lights that had stolen into the room. Looking up, she saw Eddie standing beside her.




    ‘How did you get in here?’ Molly mouthed, not daring so much as to whisper so near to the open trapdoor. Eddie shut the door slowly, silently, and lowered himself to the floor while Molly cringed for fear of creaking boards. He leaned towards her until his breath rustled the tendrils of hair falling from her clip. She felt her skin flush and was glad of the darkness, which somehow made everything less real and more permissible.




    ‘Well, be quiet!’ she hissed. ‘You could ruin everything – what on earth did you let the light in for?’ She could just make out the shape of Eddie’s hands as he held them up in a gesture of surrender before settling down beside her. The minutes ticked by interminably. Florrie’s measured tones rang out through the gloom while the sitters struggled to suppress their whispers and gasps, and the spirit world’s appointed blossom-showerer tried to breathe silently while her skin prickled all down her body. Finally, Molly heard the séance coming to an end, and slipped her fingers back into the bowl.




    ‘. . . we ask that the spirits who have been present with us here tonight offer us a token before they depart . . .’




    Now was the time. Molly was gathering a handful of the blossom – delicately, so as not to crush the petals – when she felt the roughened skin of Eddie’s fingers wrapping around her own, encasing her hand in his. She turned to look at him, trying to understand what was happening, but his face was blank and emotionless in the shadows. Slowly, Eddie lifted Molly’s hand over the opening and scattered the blossoms with her, fluttering their fingers together to send a sweet-smelling shower down upon the table below, handful after handful, until Molly felt a laugh bubbling up in her throat.




    As the last of the blossom floated down, Molly felt her face turn towards Eddie’s, as if guided by invisible fingers. She felt light and dizzy, her body free from her control. From far away she heard the quiet sound of wood on wood as Eddie closed the trapdoor. Then his lips found hers and he lifted a hand to her face. She felt a couple of remaining blossom petals that had stuck to his fingertips pressing against her cheek. His tongue pushed inside her mouth, coiling around hers as she met his kiss with equal force. Only when they heard Florrie’s clients emerging from the séance room and heading down the stairs to the hall did they jolt apart, both flushed and breathing heavily. They sat side by side in the dark, flustered and wondering if the sitters had left the house and if it was safe to leave the room. Molly’s hair – now rapidly tumbling out of its clip – fell across her face and she could smell the sweet, floral scent of the blossom mingled with the soot on Eddie’s hands.




    In the middle of the night, Molly awoke with a gasp from a dream of herself and Eddie tangled together; lips, tongues, arms and legs twisting around and pulling their bodies closer together. Her heart was pounding; a torrent of blood rushing in her ears. Her body arched towards the empty space above her, and she could feel a strange throbbing that started between her thighs and pulsed throughout her body. Her blankets had been pushed off and were crumpled up around her feet. Molly was accustomed enough to her dreams waking her in the early hours: as a child, she had often woken in a panic from nightmares of her birth, vague dreams of which she could only ever remember the metallic smell of blood and an unearthly screaming that she had always assumed to be her mother’s death cry.




    But as she had grown older, Molly would sometimes wake from her nightmares with an unbearable tearing pain low in her body, and it was from there that the sensation for which she had no name was now emanating. As the night air cooled the sweat dappling her body, she caught her breath and swallowed hard.




    The morning of Molly’s sixteenth birthday brought with it a sharp, clear light and a crisp breeze from the Square gardens, tangy with the scent of flowers and freshly cut grass. Once Katy had laced her into her corset, Molly selected her china-blue gown from her wardrobe, for the first time since Gretchen Houldsworth had delivered it. As Katy’s nimble fingers chased down her back, fastening the pearl buttons, Molly entertained herself by imagining gold lockets, ivory cameos and sapphire rings sprinkled like sugar over the picture she saw in the mirror. She had woken early, before Katy had come in with her cup of tea, with feverishly guilty memories of last night’s dream. Her thin nightgown no longer clung to her body, the strange, musky scent of her excitement no longer hung in the air, and Molly fell back on to her pillow with relief that nobody knew of her dream. Now she watched as Katy fastened a pair of pearl earrings to her lobes to match the pearls down the back of her dress, but behind the impassive mask gazing contentedly out of the mirror, Molly’s thoughts were racing. She didn’t feel she could stop what had been started last night with Eddie Rathbone.




    Downstairs, Florrie greeted her niece with the rib-cracking embrace and kiss that had marked the beginning of every one of Molly’s birthdays that she could remember. Her aunt was still looking pale, her skin mottled with spidery blue lines, but she seemed as pleased as ever to see Molly grow another year older. Beside Molly’s plate were two parcels wrapped in tissue paper, which she first tried to open in a ladylike manner, before giving in and simply tearing the paper off. The first gift was a dainty fan of creamy lace, which fluttered delicately as Molly waved it in front of her face. The second was a gold brooch – Molly’s first piece of real gold – set with a painting of a tiny white rosebud. Molly flung her arms around her aunt.




    ‘They’re perfect!’




    ‘I’m glad. Come on now, let’s see how this suits you.’




    Eddie was outside tending the window boxes when Molly stepped out with a basket hanging from her arm. She had planned to collect some flowers to brighten up her aunt’s bedchamber, for she had noticed that Florrie was spending more and more time there, usually sitting in the padded armchair by the fire. Eddie looked up from watering the anemones and his eyes sparkled mischievously before he collected himself, glancing swiftly at the windows to ensure they were not being watched. Molly ran across to him, the thin soles of her slippers damp from last night’s rain, and pressed a kiss on to his cheek. It was as much as she dared do and she savoured the warm smell of him and the feel of his skin on her lips. Stealing another quick glance around, Eddie slid his arm around her waist.




    ‘I believe birthday greetings are in order,’ he murmured in her ear. Molly smiled, feeling a blush spreading across her cheeks.




    ‘I came to get some flowers – I thought I’d put them in a vase for Aunt Florrie’s room. What’s looking nice at the moment?’




    ‘Ah, just wait a minute. Here, I got you these.’ Releasing her, Eddie bent down to where his overcoat lay creased on the ground. Resting on the coat was a bunch of tulips, which Eddie laid in Molly’s arms. The blooms were a milky white, streaked with a deep pink as if by an artist’s paintbrush.




    ‘They’re beautiful,’ Molly whispered, ‘but how did you afford them?’ Instantly, she cursed herself, convinced that Eddie would fly into a rage and stalk away. With a barely perceptible flinch, he cleared his throat.




    ‘Your aunt’s had me doing some extra work. I bought them from the florist this morning when I picked up the flowers for the séance tonight.’




    The séance. A perfect opportunity to snatch some time alone again, Molly pondered. It was her birthday, after all.




    When Molly walked into her aunt’s bedchamber, she had a basket full of assorted spring flowers on one arm and Eddie’s bouquet of tulips tucked under the other. Florrie was sitting in her chair by the fire with a shawl around her shoulders and a blanket on her lap, reading a novel. She looked up as Molly arranged the flowers in a vase, and spotted the tulips.




    ‘I see someone has an admirer,’ she teased. Molly blushed and dropped a marigold.




    ‘Eddie gave them to me this morning. They’re just for my birthday.’




    ‘Not if he knows what he’s doing they’re not. See that book with the red binding on the shelf over there? Pass it to me.’




    Molly picked up the thick tome and handed it to her aunt. The Language of Courtship: Flowers and Their Symbolic Meaning. Florrie flicked through the pages before coming to a stop and resting her fingertip below the line she had been looking for.




    ‘See now?’




    Molly blinked.




    Tulip, Variegated: Beautiful Eyes, the book declared.




    ‘Like I said, I think our Eddie’s going a little soft on you.’




    Florrie smiled, but it was an awkward smile, as if she were about to be the bearer of bad news. Molly felt a spark of nervousness ignite in the pit of her stomach and she instinctively turned her inquiring gaze upon her aunt, despite her burning cheeks. Florrie took a deep, rattling breath.




    ‘Mol, I know you’re getting to that age. And Eddie’s a handsome young lad – I can see why you might be charmed by him.’ At this, Molly let out a little squeak of protest. Florrie held up a hand. ‘I know you like him, Molly. You wouldn’t be looking so flustered now if you didn’t. But the point of it is . . . don’t lose everything you’re working for just to satisfy a little infatuation. I’m not going to live for ever; that must be clear to you by now.’




    Molly’s face fell. Her aunt was about to confirm her worst fears – that her recent ill health was more than merely the last traces of a winter chill.




    ‘I’m sorry, Mol.’ Florrie sighed, reaching out to tuck an escaped copper curl behind her niece’s ear. ‘I know it’s your birthday. I just want to remind you that the spiritualism business will be yours when I’m gone, and the reason it will go to you is that I don’t have a husband who owned me and everything of mine before the ink was even dry on the marriage certificate. I can leave it to you because it’s mine to leave, d’you understand?’




    Molly nodded. Florrie closed the book and handed it back to Molly.




    ‘And then there’s all the other things that go with marriage. D’you remember Mrs Baker, back in Ashgate Lane?’




    Molly paused, thinking, before nodding. The Bakers – all fourteen of them – had lived a couple of doors down from Florrie and Molly, and Molly couldn’t remember there being a time when Mrs Baker wasn’t heavy with child or carrying a baby in her arms. Mrs Baker had died of childbed fever in the end, after a wrenching labour that went on all night and kept the entire street awake with all the screaming. Molly shuddered, and Florrie reached over and patted her hand comfortingly.




    ‘It’s easy for a girl your age to see marriage as a romantic adventure and forget the rest, but just try to remember that it’s not an easy life for a woman. Think before you get yourself into anything. Do you want to own or be owned?’




    Molly nodded again. Her aunt’s warning had spooked her. It wasn’t just the thought of losing Florrie and then her legacy on top of that; she hadn’t been thinking of marriage to Eddie. Was one kiss really such a commitment?




    ‘Cheer up, Mol.’ Florrie’s voice shook her from her thoughts. ‘Go downstairs now and ask Katy to make us some lunch. I’ll be down in a minute.’ Molly smiled and turned to put The Language of Courtship back on the shelf. But while her back was turned she couldn’t resist flicking through to check the meaning of the brooch Florrie had given her that morning. Finding the correct entry, she quickly scanned it.




    Rose, White (In Bud): A Heart Ignorant of Love.




    Later that day, Molly walked over to the mill to meet Jenny. She arrived early and stood on the other side of the street and watched a couple of sparrows drinking from a puddle that had formed between two cobblestones. She leaned against the wall behind her and whistled softly to herself. The huge redbrick face of the mill blocked out most of the sky in front of her and cast a shadow over the entire street. Grubby black stains were forming on the brickwork and a grey pall had settled over the tiny windows, preventing Molly from seeing if Jenny was behind one of them. They could have been looking at the same pane of glass and never known it. The mill chimney was belching out smoke and Molly coughed a little before digging a handkerchief out of her reticule and covering her nose and mouth.




    A wagon rolled past, drawn by a hulking dray horse with white-feathered feet. The sparrows scattered and the carter, idly gazing around as he drove, started when he spotted Molly leaning against the wall, and stared at her. Molly quickly drew herself up straight, dusted off her dress and fixed her gaze on her feet until the cart rolled past. She had to remember that she now looked out of place in many of her old haunts. She had often come here after work to wait for Jenny in the past (before Florrie’s business had started bringing in good money, Molly had taken in piecework at home, sewing curtains and hemming tablecloths), and neither she nor anyone else had seemed to think anything of it. But now the street looked very dark and lonely in the shadow of the mill and Molly found that boredom was no longer her reason for wishing Jenny would come out.




    Back at the house, the two girls clattered up the stairs to Molly’s bedchamber. She and Jenny stood at her bedroom window, staring down at Eddie filling the coal scuttle outside. As he turned to go back into the house, the girls ducked behind the curtain.




    ‘Not half bad, is he?’ Molly grinned, collapsing on her back on the bed.




    ‘No, he ain’t,’ Jenny agreed, flopping down beside her, ‘but I think mine’s nicer.’




    ‘Have you still got something going with Joe Hallett, then?’




    The corners of Jenny’s mouth curled up into a mischievous smile. ‘Yes. Actually, I was going to tell you something . . .’




    ‘Oh aye?’




    ‘Well,’ Jenny smiled shyly, ‘a couple of nights ago, we . . .’




    ‘Did it?!’ Molly squeaked.




    ‘Yes. Over in Moor Park, standing up against an oak tree!’ The girls squealed with scandalized laughter.




    ‘Did it hurt?’ Molly asked.




    ‘Not exactly. It was more awkward, like he was trying to get in but couldn’t fit.’ Jenny paused before they burst out laughing again.




    Molly thought back to her dream of Eddie the previous night and hoped that her face was too pink from laughing for her blushes to show. ‘Isn’t it strange, though – letting him muck about . . . you know . . . down there?’




    Jenny considered this for a moment. ‘Not really. It feels like it should, and you think it will, but something just happens inside you –’ here she raised an eyebrow as a smirk danced on Molly’s lips ‘– and it just becomes the thing you want more than anything. Like nothing’s ever enough.’
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