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In loving memory of Shane Edwards and Ruth Trapane. I am deeply proud to have called you family.





FOREWORD


When people mention Lenora Grimes Pastor, if they still speak of her at all, many insist that she was killed by a ghost. While a sensational claim, it makes a certain amount of sense. Philadelphia, as it would happen, is filled with spirits. All of that history colliding with the new and the now. Wherever the past piles up, layer after dusty layer, ghosts are sure to linger.


Ah, but already I’m getting ahead of myself. I assumed that was going to happen. I just didn’t expect it to be in the second paragraph of this folly I’m about to undertake. So, lest I make more of a fool of myself than I already have, I will start with the basics.


The first bit of information you should know is that my name is generally acknowledged to be Edward Clark. The second is that I was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and reside here still. The third is that this chronicle, or memoir, or whatever you care to call it is being written at the behest of my granddaughter, Isabel, who currently sits across from me, nose buried in a volume of ghost stories. She’s a macabre one, that girl, and when I told her I also knew a ghost story or two, she demanded that I write them down. I offered to simply tell her these strange-but-true tales, but she wanted none of that. She said I needed to preserve them for posterity’s sake. So that is what I’m doing.


The former reporter in me wants to simply be straightforward with the whole thing. Who, what, where, when, and, that odd man out, how. It would certainly save me a lot of writing and to whoever may see this a lot of reading. But there’s no fun in that, is there? No detail or nuance. Certainly no suspense. So I will try my best to provide all of those things and more. After all, everyone enjoys a juicy tale.


As for those good yarns I promised Isabel, I happen to have several. My life, humble as it may be, has been filled with experiences of a most unusual kind. This particular tale, as I mentioned earlier, concerns Lenora Grimes Pastor and the ghost that people claim to have killed her. I suppose it’s easy to see how such a theory persists. As the years pass—fifty, in this instance—rumor solidifies into fact, which is all too often mistaken for truth.


Now, at the risk of disappointing those who believe the stories of Mrs. Pastor’s demise, I must state that, no, she was not actually killed by a ghost. Or a spirit. Or a ghoulish creature that dragged her screaming into the underworld. I can say with authority that no such outlandishness occurred.


I know this because I was there when she died. I was, in fact, the last person she spoke to, although there is some debate over whether she was actually the one doing the speaking. Remember, I said that no spirits killed her, not that there weren’t any present.


In truth, the moment of Mrs. Pastor’s death was so unremarkable compared with everything else going on that it took those of us at the scene several minutes to realize she had even passed on at all.


The real remarkable moments, the ones no one mentions because they were never known to begin with, happened just before Mrs. Pastor’s death and in the days that followed. Although five decades have passed and the ratio of events I have forgotten compared with the ones I have not continues to tip ever closer toward senility, I remember everything about that time. I recall those days so vividly that, if I close my eyes, I can see them unfolding before me, much like those moving pictures they now show over on Eighth Street.


But there’s more to this story than the supernatural. So, before I talk about Mrs. Pastor, I must mention everything else going on in my life at the time, because it’s all connected. All those strange encounters. The loves lost and found. The laughter and the tragedy and the quiet moments in between.


And ghosts, of course.


I must talk at length about ghosts. For while they didn’t kill Mrs. Pastor, without them I never would have been able to learn the truth about who really did.


Edward Clark


Winter, 1919





BOOK ONE
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In Which I Make the Acquaintance of the Remorseless Charlatan Known as Lucy Collins






I


For lack of a better starting point, I shall begin this particular tale on a foggy morning in April of 1869. The mist rose off the water in thick, brownish puffs that reminded me of cannon smoke. It moved in the same skittish manner—an ever-shifting curtain of haze that offered fleeting glimpses of Petty’s Island as the fog approached the dock. I felt a familiar, unwelcome shudder of dread when the fog crashed over us. Tucked in its rolling tendrils was a heady stew of familiar odors. Damp earth. Dirty water. Decay.


With the fog in my eyes and its smell in my nostrils, I couldn’t help but think of Antietam. So much was the same. The early morning chill. The silhouettes of men shimmering within the mist. The stench, getting stronger. As another wall of haze moved in, I cast my eyes to the ground, expecting to see it strewn with the shredded corpses of my fallen brothers.


But I was not at Antietam. I was right here in Philadelphia. On the waterfront of the Delaware River, to be precise, the city sprawling westward behind me. The smell that rode with the fog was merely the remains of yesterday’s catch, sitting a few yards away in a rotting pile of fish guts and lopped heads. The ground, instead of bearing dozens of broken bodies, contained only one. A woman. Fully intact, but dead nonetheless.


Dressed in a gray shift that clung to her body, she looked more girl than woman. Her blond hair, darkened by the water from which she had been pulled, spread across the dock like dredged-up kelp. Sand, pebbles, and streaks of mud stuck to her pale flesh. With her eyes closed and body still, she looked at peace, although I was certain she hadn’t died that way.


It was not, incidentally, the first corpse I had seen that week. I’d seen two the day before—an unlucky pair that had been stabbed in an alleyway on the city’s southern tip. Sailors, caught on the wrong end of a drunkard’s Bowie knife. After witnessing a sight such as that, a dead girl wasn’t so shocking.


Not that I was easily shocked to begin with. In my line of work, death came with the territory. As a reporter for the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, I was called on to write about a wide assortment of subjects, but the one I covered the most was crime. Murders, mainly. And for a place nicknamed the City of Brotherly Love, there were an alarming number of them.


But the girl on the ground, it seemed, wasn’t a murder victim. At least that’s what Inspector William Barclay, standing on the other side of her body, thought.


“She drowned,” he told me. “The crew of the Cooper’s Point ferry spotted her floating in the river.”


The ferry was docked at Pier 49, ready to make the morning’s first crossing to Camden. Just beyond it, an impatient crowd grew along the end of Shackamaxon Street, waiting to board, with those in the front trying to peer past the line of policemen blocking their way. The rest of the waterfront rattled with activity, even at that early hour. The lumber mills and steelworks to the south were clanging and buzzing beasts. To the north of us, Kentucky boats filled with coal pushed out onto the river. But on the edge of the pier, it was just me, Barclay, and the dead girl.


“So there’s nothing suspicious about her death?” I asked.


Barclay shook his head. “Not particularly. Of course, that’s ultimately for the coroner to decide.”


“I assume he’ll rule it an accidental drowning,” I said. “But what do you think?”


Barclay, who had seen even more death than myself, tried to avoid looking at the corpse again. Instead, he stared at the pile of fish scraps nearby. A fair number of birds—gulls, mostly, but also a handful of crows—circled it, swooping down at regular intervals to scoop up pieces of the stinking bounty. Barclay watched two gulls battle for a bit of tail before saying, “If she was found in the water, then logic dictates that she also died there. So, to answer your question, yes. I believe that this poor girl drowned in the river.”


He looked to me, hoping his answer was satisfactory. He could tell from my expression that it was not.


“You don’t agree?”


“Not precisely,” I said, pausing to let Barclay issue the sigh that I knew was coming. When you spend lengthy periods of time with someone, as I had with William Barclay, you quickly learn their particular habits. For Barclay, that included shifting his weight to his left leg and putting his hands on his hips when he was impatient or sighing when he was annoyed. Since his hands had already fixed themselves on his hips as soon as I arrived, I knew what was next.


“I know your readers are a bloodthirsty lot,” Barclay said, “but try not to turn what’s simply a tragic accident into sensationalistic fodder for your newspaper.”


I intended to do no such thing, although I couldn’t hold the accusation against Barclay. The Bulletin’s readers were rather ghoulish. No crime was too foul, bloody, or unthinkable for them. There was a reason the motto among the city’s crime reporters was “The morbider, the merrier.”


“I’m not wishing that this girl had been brutally butchered,” I said. “All I’m asking is that you not be so quick to conclude what killed her.”


Because Philadelphia is flanked by two rivers, I had seen a fair number of drowning deaths. The lack of oxygen colors the faces of most victims a pale purple. Their bodies are often bloated. Quite a few of them have pieces of flesh missing from the hungry fish that found them before any human got the chance.


The pitiful creature at my feet possessed none of these telltale signs. Granted, she could have thrown herself into the chilly Delaware only minutes before she had been found, yet it looked to me that something else was at work. If it wasn’t for the soaked clothing and the dirt on her skin, someone waiting for the ferry couldn’t have been blamed for thinking she was still alive and merely napping on the bleached wood of the pier.


“She looks at peace,” I said. “As if she had passed in her sleep.”


Barclay sighed again. “So you’re a trained coroner now, I see.”


“I’m simply saying that she doesn’t look like a drowning victim. Surely, you can see that.”


“All I see,” Barclay said, “is that it was a bad idea to grant you access to the police department that your competitors in the press do without. I’m sure the gentlemen at the Times or the Public Ledger wouldn’t ask me to second-guess myself.”


“They also didn’t save your life on the battlefield,” I replied. “Or have you forgotten about that?”


“How could I when you’re always around to remind me? Now, do you have any more questions or can I proceed without further interruption?”


I had no doubt that Barclay was speaking in jest. He and I had been friends for close to seven years now, having met as members of the Union Army. While it was true that, during a surprise skirmish in a Virginia forest, I threw him to the ground before a minié ball to the skull could do the honors, I think he rather enjoyed having me around. Whenever a ghastly crime occurred, Barclay sent a policeman to my house to whisk me to the scene. That’s exactly what had happened earlier that morning. Much earlier than I would have preferred or was prepared for. The bell at the front door clanging at five o’clock had not only jerked me from a deep sleep, but sent Lionel, my butler, practically tumbling down the stairs to answer it.


But now, forty-five minutes later, I was starting to wonder why Barclay had felt it necessary to disturb my slumber and almost cause physical harm to a member of my household staff.


“If this is a simple case of drowning,” I said, “then why am I here? Why are you, for that matter? Certainly a few policemen could handle this. It doesn’t seem important enough to take an inspector away from his home so early in the morning.”


“It’s about the girl’s identity, Edward.”


“Do you know who she is?”


Barclay turned to face the river, where another wave of fog was threatening to crash upon the shore. “We do not. That’s the reason I summoned you.”


“Ah. You want my bloodthirsty readers to try to identify her.”


“Exactly. No matter how she died—and I fully believe it was accidental drowning, by the way—we’ve found nothing to indicate who she is or where she came from. From what I can tell, she looks like she was relatively healthy.”


What he meant was that the girl didn’t resemble those desperate or ill women who sometimes threw themselves into the drink, their pockets stuffed with bricks. Nor did she look like one of the prostitutes who prowled the waterfront. Occasionally, those same wretched women would be found floating down the river, done in by either their employers or one of their customers.


“You think she has family somewhere in the city?” I asked.


“I do.”


“Has no one reported a girl of her description missing?”


Barclay shook his head. “Not yet, anyway. But a vivid description of her in today’s Evening Bulletin might help us find out who this poor thing is.”


The fog bank he had been watching rolled onto shore and enveloped the pier. A policeman burst out of it, leaving tendrils of haze in his wake as he ran toward us.


“Inspector,” he called, “someone is demanding to be allowed onto the pier.”


“Tell them to wait for the ferry like everyone else,” Barclay snapped.


“They don’t want the ferry, sir. They want to see the girl. They think they know her.”


We both turned to the crowd at the cusp of the pier, which materialized into view as the fog bank drifted farther inland. At the front were two women, one young and the other much older. Their arms were linked as they tried to bypass the wall of policemen. The younger one spotted me and Barclay standing next to the dead girl. The wail of grief that followed told us both that she did indeed know the victim.


“Well then, Barclay,” I said quietly, “it appears you don’t need the help of the Bulletin readers after all.”


Barclay took a few steps toward the street and ordered his men to let them pass. As the women, arms now linked more tightly, continued onward in halting steps, I got a better look at them. The younger one appeared to be thirteen or so, although her face was so contorted by anguish that it was difficult to tell. The older woman appeared to be approaching forty. Unlike the girl, her features were as blank and unreadable as a recently erased blackboard.


When they reached us, the girl fell to her knees, keening and crying next to the corpse. The other woman—her mother, very likely, for the resemblance was undeniable—remained standing. She kept hold of her daughter’s hand while staring not at the body but at the river from where it had come.


She said something to the girl in German, words too quick and rough for me to comprehend. Her daughter eventually stood and, still weeping, wrapped her arms around her mother’s waist. Barclay gave her a moment to compose herself before saying, “I take it that you know this girl?”


The girl looked first to her mother, who nodded faintly, then to Barclay. When she spoke, every word was punctuated with grief.


“Yes, sir. She is my sister, Sophie.”


Barclay gave me a brief, knowing look. This turn of events wasn’t a surprise to either of us.


“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said.


The woman nudged the girl. A brief exchange in German followed, their conversation both hurried and hushed.


“My mother thanks you for your condolences,” the girl eventually told Barclay.


“I’m going to need to ask a few questions,” he replied. “Giving me your names would be a good start.”


“I am Louisa Kruger.” The girl gestured to the other woman. “This is my mother, Margarethe.”


I stepped away from them, listening at a discreet distance while Barclay and Margarethe Kruger conversed, using young Louisa as an interpreter. During this complex back-and-forth, I learned that the family lived in Fishtown, just a few blocks from the waterfront. Sophie had last been seen at nine o’clock the previous night, when she climbed into the bed she shared with her sister. Sometime during the night, Louisa awoke to find her sister gone. When she hadn’t returned by dawn, Margarethe knew something was wrong, and they went looking for her.


“And you don’t know when or why she left?” Barclay asked Louisa.


“No, sir. When I fell asleep, she was there. When I awoke, she wasn’t.”


“Does your mother have any idea?”


“She doesn’t, sir.”


“Did your sister disappear like this often?”


I watched Mrs. Kruger’s face as Louisa repeated the question in German. The woman’s stoic expression didn’t change, even as she shook her head. Her daughter, however, revealed her emotions freely, making it clear she didn’t agree with her mother.


“Wir mussen ihm sagen,” she said.


Margarethe Kruger shook her head again. “Nein.”


Barclay moved his gaze back and forth between them. “Is there something wrong?”


“My mother does not want me to tell you that Sophie often left our home during the night,” Louisa said, eyeing her mother with caution. “I am grateful she does not understand English, so I can tell you without her disapproval.”


“Why did your sister leave so frequently?”


“I do not know, sir. I was usually asleep when it happened. But sometimes I heard people at the door, whispering if Sophie was awake. Sometimes she wouldn’t be, and my mother would wake her and send her off with the people who had called.”


“You never asked why?”


“I did once,” Louisa said. “But Mother slapped me and said, ‘Die neugier ist ein gift.’ ”


“What does that mean?”


Louisa lowered her eyes. “Curiosity is a poison.”


Barclay stroked his chin before tugging slightly on the ends of his mustache. It was another one of his gestures that I knew well, indicating he was confused by something and trying to make sense of it all. I often said it made him look like a villain in a penny dreadful.


“How long have you been looking for your sister today?” he asked.


“An hour, sir.”


I glanced at my pocket watch, seeing that Louisa and her mother had been walking the streets since well before five o’clock. They must have searched every square inch of Fishtown before reaching the waterfront and seeing the crowd gathered there.


“When Sophie left during the night, was it uncommon for her to return after sunrise?” asked Barclay.


“Sometimes,” Louisa said, “she would arrive as late as seven or eight.”


“If that’s the case, why did you and your mother go looking for her so early?”


The girl turned to her mother again and presented the question. This time, a flicker of emotion passed over Mrs. Kruger’s face, as quick and unwieldy as the tufts of fog sliding off the river. But it was enough for me to tell she was feeling an enormous amount of pain. The hurt filled her voice as she uttered her response in German.


“My mother says we needed to go looking for Sophie because she knew she wasn’t going to return,” Louisa said on her behalf.


“She suspected your sister had run away?”


Louisa shook her head. “No, sir. My mother says she knew my sister was already dead.”


Barclay’s eyes widened. I suspect mine did the same. For a moment, I thought a mistake was made and that something had been lost in translation. Then Barclay said, “How could she possibly know that?”


“Because,” Louisa said, “Sophie told her so.”




II


The Philadelphia Evening Bulletin was headquartered in a rather dim and drafty building on Chestnut Street. Four floors high, it sat in the middle of the block like a weathered mausoleum. Surely that’s what the building’s architects intended, because the interior had a distinctly cryptlike feel. Its interior was gray and lifeless, with walls stained by the smoke of gaslights and rooms that echoed every footstep, cough, and chuckle. It was, I must truthfully report, a depressing place of business.


The room in which the reporters toiled took up an entire floor. Most of the space was filled with paper-strewn desks arranged in a rigid grid that provided little room to walk between them. The arrangement made the office feel like a sweatshop for which the main product was words.


Directly below us was the printing press, a massive contraption that, when at full steam, rumbled with enough ferocity to shake the floor we trod upon. The smell of grease and ink wafted upward through cracks in the floorboards, often making those of us in its path dizzy. Faintings were so common that I kept a small vial of smelling salts in the top drawer of my desk.


The telegraph station occupied the floor above us, where news from across the nation arrived with an incessant tick, tick, ticking that could drive a man mad if he let it. Above that, on the top floor, was space reserved for editors and other important decision makers. They each got their own office, with access to windows—a subject of much envy. Here, sunlight was a luxury.


That morning, though, I was one of the lucky few able to bask in the sun’s rays. It was five hours after my experience on Pier 49 and my editor, Mr. Hamilton Gray, was perusing my account of those events. The fog, which dissipated not long after I left the waterfront, had been replaced by a sun as yellow and pleasing as a daffodil. As Mr. Gray read over my work, I leaned back in the chair in front of his desk, stretching slightly so that the sunlight could warm my face.


“I don’t understand, Clark,” Mr. Gray suddenly said, frowning.


In keeping with his name, Hamilton Gray was the most colorless man I’ve ever met. His faded clothes, his uninflected voice, even his personality all rendered him about as exciting as a patch of mud on a scorching day. His skin retained an ashen shade, making it difficult to pinpoint his age. Some said he was only forty. My own guess was that he was a few years shy of seventy.


“What’s so difficult to understand?” I asked.


“You expect me to believe that this drowned girl informed her mother of her death?”


“So the mother says,” I replied. “According to her, it happened at quarter to five this morning.”


“But that’s not even possible. The girl—this Sophie Kruger—was most likely floating in the water at that hour.”


It was preposterous, there’s no denying it. Yet Margarethe Kruger seemed convinced of it as she told the story to her daughter, who in turn told Barclay and myself what had occurred. Mrs. Kruger insisted that she had been awakened before daybreak by the sound of someone in the bedroom she shared with her two daughters. When she opened her eyes, she saw Sophie standing in the center of the room, wearing the same gray dress in which she had drowned. Her daughter stayed motionless a moment before opening her mouth to speak.


“She said, ‘Mutter, ich bin verloren,’ ” I told Mr. Gray. “It means, ‘Mother, I am lost.’ ”


After that, according to her mother, Sophie Kruger’s words ended, although her mouth remained open. That’s when a single bee crawled from between her lips and flew into the room.


“A bee?” asked Mr. Gray, positively flummoxed by that part of my article.


“Yes. A honeybee. Margarethe Kruger swore by it. Then she said that when she blinked, her daughter was gone.”


According to Louisa Kruger, the family lived in a narrow, two-story home deep in the heart of Fishtown. The downstairs contained a kitchen and not much else. The entirety of the upstairs was the bedroom. There were no footfalls following Sophie out of the room, no creaking of the stairs. Louisa said she and her mother thoroughly searched both floors moments later, finding no indication that Sophie had been there. The front door was still locked, as were the windows.


“But how in heaven’s name is all of this possible?” Mr. Gray asked. “How was this Sophie girl able to quickly enter and exit the house if she was dead in the water at that time?”


I provided him with the same answer that had been given to me. “Margarethe Kruger claims it was Sophie’s ghost.”


At last, Mr. Gray showed an emotion other than abject confusion. Lifting his brow in surprise, he said, “Her ghost?”


“Or her spirit. Or some unexplained manifestation. All I know is that Mrs. Kruger claims to have seen her daughter in that room. She heard her daughter speak. Then she was gone in an instant. Even more odd is what allegedly occurred after that. After searching both upstairs and down, Margarethe and Louisa returned to the bedroom. In the middle of the floor—right where Mrs. Kruger claimed to have seen poor, doomed Sophie—was a honeybee.”


“Come now, Clark, you don’t believe any of this, do you?”


The rectangle of sunlight coming through the window had shifted slightly, forcing me to tilt farther in my chair. I stretched to meet it while saying, “Of course not. Ghosts don’t exist. It may have been a figment of her imagination, perhaps. Or maybe a mother’s intuition that something was wrong. But as for spirits or omens or whatnot, that’s just pure rubbish.”


“I quite agree,” Mr. Gray said. “And as your editor, I insist we leave all of that out of this article. We’ll present the facts, Clark. A girl drowned and was found by some fishermen. It’s news, not fiction. There’s no need for you to try to be Edgar Allan Poe.”


He set the article on his desk, removed his wire-framed spectacles, and wiped them with a silk handkerchief plucked from his jacket pocket. He was pondering something, which caused me no small amount of unease. As a reporter, I didn’t like it when my editor thought too much.


“However, I do think it’s serendipitous that this whole odd incident has come about,” he said, resting the spectacles once again on the bridge of his nose. “I was speaking to Mr. Peacock the other afternoon.”


Mr. Gray was referring to Gibson Peacock, the Bulletin’s owner and publisher, a position that made him feared and revered in equal measure.


“He was telling me about an unfortunate experience he and his wife had to endure a fortnight ago,” Mr. Gray continued. “As you well know, they lost their youngest son at Gettysburg and haven’t been quite the same since. They sought out the services of a medium to try to contact him from the Great Beyond.”


That was, sadly, not an uncommon occurrence. The war had taken a devastating toll on both sides of the conflict, and it was difficult to find a family that wasn’t somehow affected. Such widespread loss left a collective wound that was still being felt four years later. Many had turned to religion to soothe their pain. Others, such as the Peacocks, went down the path of Spiritualism, which was becoming ever more popular in the city.


“Say no more,” I replied. “The medium was a charlatan.”


“Unfortunately, she was.”


The revelation didn’t surprise me in the least. Mediums of dubious morals had been roaming from town to town for years, no better than a band of gypsies. They brought with them all sorts of illusions that the gullible and the grieving took to be real. Spirit cabinets and apparitions and mesmerized tables floating in midair. None of it, I was certain, amounted to anything more than parlor tricks.


“I assume that during the séance, she claimed to have contacted their son,” I said. “But it soon became apparent that she was merely an impostor.”


Mr. Gray confirmed my suspicions with a nod. “The entire ordeal left Mrs. Peacock heartbroken and Mr. Peacock considering contacting the authorities. He refrained only because he didn’t want his good name to be smeared in the pages of our rival newspapers. Instead, he advised this horrible woman that it would be in her best interest to leave the city immediately, which she did.”


“It’s a sad story indeed,” I said, not quite knowing how else to respond. “But what does this have to do with me?”


“Mr. Peacock understands that what happened to him and his wife is now a common occurrence. He also knows that this city is teeming with these dubious mediums. So, as a service to our readers, he is determined to rid Philadelphia of this greedy scourge once and for all.”


“How does he plan to do this?”


“By using the pages of the Evening Bulletin to expose them for the fraudulent creatures they are,” Mr. Gray said triumphantly.


It was the most animated I had ever seen him, and it made me suspicious that Mr. Peacock was somehow in the next room, eavesdropping on our conversation. I stood, loath to move from the sunlight but eager to leave before he said anything more.


“That will make an interesting assignment for whoever is fortunate enough to receive it.”


“That lucky reporter,” Mr. Gray said before I could make my escape, “is you, Clark.”


I returned to the chair, suddenly weary. I knew I was about to be pulled into something I did not want to be a part of. In fact, I felt the cold and clammy hands of this plan wrapping around me, and not even the direct beam of the sun could chase away its chilly fingers.


“I’m flattered, sir,” I managed to say, when in truth I felt no such emotion. “But I write about crime.”


“Which makes you the ideal man for the job. These are, after all, crimes of one sort or another. False advertising. Deception. Preying on innocent victims in the pursuit of wealth.”


Even though he was right, I found myself protesting nonetheless. I was by nature an independent man. I did not like being told what to do, especially when those orders involved stating the obvious to anyone with a lick of common sense.


“Just how do you propose I do this?” I inquired. “Write an article for the front page saying, ‘Mediums, please leave the city’? I’ll be the laughingstock of Philadelphia.”


I could already picture the looks, jabs, and crude asides from my fellow reporters. Lord only knew what my fiancée and her family would think.


“You’ll do no such thing,” Mr. Gray said. “What Mr. Peacock suggested, and what I wholeheartedly endorsed, is that this endeavor be undertaken with the utmost secrecy.”


I sank deeper into my chair as Mr. Gray prattled on about this covert mission of retribution. The plan, if I understood it correctly, was for me to visit each of the city’s mediums—or at least those with the most prominence—and take part in their séances. For these visits, I was to concoct a new identity. A fabricated name, along with a fictional loved one I was trying to reach. Perhaps even a tearful story about how my beloved wife or son was snatched from this earth far too soon. During each séance, I was to closely observe the goings-on in the room, being mindful of signs of trickery or deceit. Each week, my latest exploit would be published in the Sunday edition of the Bulletin, much to the delight of readers and to the embarrassment of myself.


“That won’t work for very long,” I said, still trying to wriggle my way out of the assignment. “After one or two such articles, every medium in the city will be on the lookout for me. Many, especially the most experienced ones, likely won’t let me get near one of their séances.”


“Even the exposure of a few will do the city a world of good,” Mr. Gray said. “I’m certain you’ll have the gratitude of Mr. Peacock. This could be the beginning of a new and illustrious career for you.”


I wanted to tell him that I rather preferred my current career. As for fame and fortune, I didn’t want or need them. Thanks to my father, I already had enough money—and infamy—to last me a lifetime. Instead, I said, “It still confuses me why you think I’m the right man for this particular assignment. Certainly there’s someone else here who would be more eager to take on the responsibility. Mr. Portlock, perhaps. He’s just as good as I am.”


Mr. Gray could not be swayed. “But you’re perfect for this medium hokum. You have the exact rational—and, dare I say, doubting—attitude we’re looking for. These types of criminals are known to engage in chicanery and simple illusions that many assume to be real. I know of no better person to reveal these tricks than you, Clark. I’m certain you’ll be able to see through every single deception, especially considering how adept you are at illusions.”


These “illusions” that Mr. Gray was referring to didn’t deserve such a description. I occasionally performed them on days when the news was slow or during holiday parties. Things like pulling coins from someone’s ear or making a handkerchief disappear in my balled-up hands. They were the simplest tricks—something anyone could learn during the course of an afternoon. Yet they never failed to impress people. And when they invariably asked how I acquired such skill, I was at a loss about what to tell them. Certainly not the truth.


“That hardly qualifies me to be a spy for the newspaper.”


“Not a spy,” Mr. Gray said. “Think of it as being an investigator. Honestly, Clark, I thought you’d jump at the chance to do this. Considering the subjects you write about, I assumed you had a sense of adventure.”


“There’s not an adventurous bone in my body.” I glanced at my pocket watch. It was nearing noon, and I didn’t wish to be late for my lunch date with Violet and her family. “Now, will that be all?”


He removed his spectacles and, once again, began to wipe them in a rough, circular motion. “I know I can’t force you to take on this assignment, Clark. If you pass it up, a good dozen other men will gladly do it. I only ask that you consider it.”


“I’ll do so. Good day, sir.”


“And a good day to you, Clark. I look forward to hearing your response.”


I considered the assignment only for as long as it took me to leave his office. By the time I reached the first floor, I had already made up my mind to have no part in Mr. Peacock’s or Mr. Gray’s machinations. Although I agreed that Philadelphia possessed far too many mediums of dubious ability, I was not the man who could stop them. Quite frankly, no man could.


My mood brightened somewhat as I departed the Bulletin building. Outside, the sky was a shade of blue I hadn’t seen since September. It was rich and shimmering, like a crystalline pool that, if you dove into it, you might never want to resurface. The leaves were beginning to sprout on the trees—ripe, green buds ready to unfurl in the sunlight.


All around me, the streets and sidewalks were quickly filling as lunchtime approached. Buggies, coaches, and wagonettes rumbled down the street, accompanied by the steady hoofbeats of the horses pulling them forward. On the sidewalks, women strolled in giggling, gossiping pairs or arm in arm with gentlemen. The springtime fashions had reached the city, in colors that rivaled the blooms in Franklin Park. Dresses of pink and lavender and cerulean blue were paraded down the boulevard. Many were elaborate concoctions, the skirts bustled in the back and festooned with bows, silk ribbons, and fabric that rippled downward in tiers. A majority of the men were equally well dressed, walking proudly in frock coats, vests, white shirts, and thin silk ties knotted tightly against the throat. I saw dozens of top hats like my own, although there were quite a few men out and about in bowlers. The younger fellows in the crowd, seeking to differentiate themselves from their elders, wore sack suits, which required no tailor. I owned no such garment myself, but Violet told me it was only a matter of time before every man in town would be wearing one.


Lining the sidewalk was a veritable army of food vendors selling their wares out of wooden crates, wheelbarrows, and small wagons decked out with flags, banners, and ribbons. They shouted what was on offer, their voices combining to form an aural menu that echoed up and down the street.


“Shad for sale! Fresh shad! Plucked straight from the Delaware!”


“Pepperpot! All hot! All hot!”


“Oysters on ice for an agreeable price! Oysteeeeeeeeeeerrrrrrrrs.”


At the corner of Chestnut and Eighth Street, I saw a boy—ten, if a day—waving leaflets at passersby. A good deal of those on the sidewalk shuffled away just beyond his reach. I was not as fortunate. When I attempted to pass, the boy shoved the handout against my stomach, refusing to move until I accepted it.


I gave it a cursory glance, seeing a well-rendered illustration of a young woman in a white dress. She was exceedingly attractive, with alabaster skin and delicate features framed by a curtain of hair twisted into ringlets. Her head was tilted slightly to offer a better view of her swanlike neck. Although the intent of her pose was to convey seriousness, I noticed details that suggested otherwise. Her rosebud lips seemed ready to break into a knowing smile, and her eyes glistened with amusement.


Some text placed above the image told me the woman’s identity. “Mrs. Lucy Collins,” it read, “preferred medium of presidents and kings.” Below the illustration was a list of services Mrs. Collins apparently offered. “Séances! Spirit rappings! Private sittings!”


My pleasant mood soured in an instant. Clearly she was an impostor, just the type of person Mr. Gray and Mr. Peacock wanted me to expose. It seemed I couldn’t escape talk of mediums no matter where I went.


“Trying to contact a loved one now in the hereafter?” the boy asked. “Mrs. Collins can do it. Satisfaction guaranteed. She’s the preferred medium of presidents and kings.”


“So I’ve read,” I replied. “But tell me, boy, if this Mrs. Collins is so world renowned, why does she need someone like you hawking her services on a street corner like a snake-oil salesman?”


While the boy, clad in brown trousers and a surprisingly clean white shirt, was better dressed than most street urchins, he nonetheless behaved like one. Sweeping a lock of brown hair away from his eyes, he stared up at me, nostrils flaring.


“You, sir, are a skeptic,” he announced in the booming voice of a carnival barker.


I shook my head. “No. I’m a realist.”


“Mrs. Collins warned me about folks like you. She says you’ll need more convincing than others.”


“And my friend the police inspector warned me about folks like you and your employer,” I replied with a smile. “He tells me you’ll have my wallet within minutes.”


I resumed walking, the boy shouting after me, “You’re only afraid of what you might discover, sir! Pay a visit to Mrs. Collins and you’ll be a believer!”


I didn’t turn around to answer. There was no use arguing with a child, especially one as precociously devious as this one seemed to be. Besides, I didn’t want to have another minute of my time wasted on mediums and séances and Spiritualists. I took the leaflet and folded it in half, purposefully forming the crease across Mrs. Collins’s face. I then shoved it deep into my coat pocket, intent on throwing it into the fire as soon as I reached home.




III


Philadelphia in 1869 was surely a golden age for facial hair. Being a man of modesty, I boasted only a mustache the same black shade as my pomaded hair and kept neatly trimmed to gentlemanly proportions. Walking the city’s streets, however, one could see beards, mustaches, and sideburns of every shape, size, and style. It was commonplace to spot impressively slicked mustaches with curlicues at the ends and narrow beards of a foot or more that flowed off chins like waterfalls. One reporter at the Bulletin possessed a pair of sideburns so wildly overgrown it looked as if two woodland creatures had been affixed to his cheeks.


Yet none of them could hold a candle to the facial hair displayed by Mr. Thornton Willoughby.


It began with the hair, which swept upward in a silver wave that crested at the top of his head before trickling down the back of his neck to his collar. Jutting out of it like jetties were the sideburns, which started at the ears and traveled in a wide strip of whiskers down to his chin. The facial foliage was so thick that it was difficult to discern where the sideburns ended and his beard began. That beard, by the way, dripped to Mr. Willoughby’s chest and rose and fell with his breathing.


Yet the highlight of this display, the pièce de résistance, was his mustache, which defied logic and gravity in equal measure. Bushier than a squirrel’s tail, it stretched a good three inches past his cheeks in both directions. When he spoke, the edges quivered up and down, a movement that invariably managed to hypnotize whomever he was addressing. That afternoon, that person happened to be yours truly, and Mr. Willoughby’s mustache was particularly animated as he talked about where I should live once I married his daughter.


“It’s not a decision to be entered into lightly,” he was saying. “I’m hoping the two of you have given it plenty of thought.”


We hadn’t, actually. My assumption was that once Violet and I became man and wife, we would move into my place on Locust Street. It was certainly large enough, with plenty of space to start a family of our own, if that was in the cards.


“I was thinking we could take the house on Broad Street, Father. No one has lived there for years. It’s just sitting there completely empty.”


This was spoken by Violet Willoughby, my beloved. She sat to my right, as pretty and delicate as her name implied. To my left was her mother, Marjorie, a handsome woman who, like any true Philadelphia matron at the time, never left the house without a hat. The one she had on that day was gray, with white silk roses spilling onto the floppy brim.


“Why, that’s a wonderful idea!” Mrs. Willoughby exclaimed. “It would be so nice to see some life in that old place.”


Thus began a good five minutes of talk about the house on Broad Street, a structure I had never seen or heard anything about until that afternoon. Yet from what Violet and her parents said, it was a glorious place. It apparently rested on a green patch of land in a desirable neighborhood. Not too large, or too small. Built, as Mr. Willoughby claimed, to the highest specifications. The only reason they left it, Mrs. Willoughby said, was because they outgrew it when the twin boys came along, settling instead in their current home, a mansion west of the Schuylkill River. Yet, Violet added, they never sold it, just in case they one day wanted to return.


It all sounded lovely as the three of them pelted me with details, but at that moment I could only think about my rumbling stomach. We were in the dining room of the Continental Hotel, menus at the ready, although it was expected of us to defer to Mr. Willoughby, who would ultimately order for the entire party. Because there had been no time that morning to eat a proper breakfast, I was certifiably starving. Yet before we could begin, one more member of our group needed to arrive.


That would be Violet’s younger brother, Jasper. His chair, situated between Violet and Mrs. Willoughby, sat empty. And his delayed arrival gave Mr. Willoughby the opportunity to ask me another mustache-quivering question.


“Tell me, Edward, do you always envision yourself mucking around at that newspaper of yours?”


Before I could answer, I caught sight of the maître d’ rushing Jasper toward our table. Violet’s brother, nineteen at the time, was as thin as a rail and, unlike his father, clean of facial hair. The lack of whiskers brought attention to his pale skin, drawn cheeks, and swollen, sleepless eyes.


“Please forgive my lateness,” he muttered in lieu of a greeting. “I overslept.”


His father, ignoring the apology, turned to me and said, “The road to ruin can be measured in tardiness. It’s a lesson I wish my son here would understand.”


“I didn’t feel well,” Jasper replied with exasperation. “If I had any sense, I’d still be in bed.”


“You seemed well enough last night,” Violet said. “There was so much noise and stumbling about in your room that it woke me up. What were you doing awake at such an odd hour?”


“I didn’t get in until then.”


At that moment, a waiter at the table next to ours dropped a fork, which rang off the marble floor. Jasper placed a hand to his temples and winced.


“What kept you out so late, dear?” Mrs. Willoughby asked him. “You left right after dinner.”


“Friends,” Jasper mumbled. “I ran into some old friends.”


“Anyone we might know?”


He offered a quick shake of his head. “I shouldn’t think so.”


Before anyone could pose another query to the poor boy, our waiter at last came round. Mr. Willoughby ordered for the table a light lunch of oysters, carrot soup, broiled salmon, and spring lamb. During the meal, I gorged myself as discreetly as possible while weighing in briefly on topics such as the weather (“Perfect”), the impending connection of the Union Pacific and Central Pacific railroads (“Quite an achievement, to be sure”), and what time of year Violet and I wanted to have our wedding (“I defer to my lovely fiancée”). During coffee and dessert, however, the conversation again inevitably returned to what I did for a living.


“How well does being a newspaper man pay, Edward?” Mr. Willoughby asked before taking a sip of coffee.


“Well enough,” I said. “Although I doubt it will make anyone a fortune. Aside from the owners, of course.”


“I imagine not. If it’s wealth you want to acquire, then I suggest you enter into a different profession. My door is always open, Edward, if that day should come.”


Thornton Willoughby, I must add, was the owner of the Willoughby Hat Company, maker of fine head wear for both men and women. He began his career as a milliner on Market Street, known for his reasonable prices and solid workmanship. His modest shop became so popular that he stayed awake for days on end, sewing until his fingers bled in order to meet demand. He soon opened a factory, which kept on growing until he eventually found himself overseeing one of the largest hat manufacturers on the East Coast. According to Violet, he hadn’t touched a needle and thread in at least twenty years.


“I appreciate that kind offer,” I said, as I did whenever he frequently made it. “But I’m utterly satisfied with my current career and income level.”


“Father, Edward doesn’t need the money,” Violet added. “He has plenty of it.”


In my interactions with the entire Willoughby family, I noticed a pattern. First, Mr. Willoughby spoke, followed by Violet’s opinion. After that, it was Mrs. Willoughby’s turn to weigh in. Jasper mostly remained mute.


On cue, Mrs. Willoughby said, “That’s right, your parents left you well off, didn’t they, Mr. Clark?”


“Very well off.”


With Jasper staying silent, it was again Mr. Willoughby’s turn. “I recall Violet mentioning that your father was in shipping.”


“Exports,” I said, sticking to the lie I had concocted many years earlier. “He and my mother perished when one of his ships sank in the Atlantic. I was just a boy when it happened.”


Violet, the first member of the family to whom I revealed this untruth, gave her parents a reprimanding look, as if all their questions had caused me undue emotional distress. “Because he was so young, the company was sold and Edward inherited everything. So there’s no need to worry about money.”


“I think what concerns my husband are the subjects you write about,” Mrs. Willoughby told me. “Criminals and hoodlums and killers. It’s all so ghastly.”


There was no easy answer that could make the Willoughbys understand why I wrote about such things. I couldn’t tell them what had really happened to my parents and how that incident fifteen years ago had shaped me ever since. I couldn’t explain that, by studying man’s inhumanity toward his fellow man, I hoped to understand the events that tore my family apart. If the Willoughbys ever discovered the truth about that, I knew without a doubt that Violet would want nothing to do with me. Her parents would surely see to that.


“Whatever I do, your daughter will be well provided for,” I assured them. “I admit that I don’t need to hold down a job. I could live well enough without one. But I want to be a contributing member of society. A working man such as yourself, Mr. Willoughby.”


That seemed to please him well enough, which in turn pleased his wife, which in turn made Violet place her hand upon mine, lean against me, and whisper in my ear, “You’re doing beautifully.”


Buoyed by her comment, I added, “If it’s any consolation, I do turn down some assignments. Just this morning, I refused to undertake a rather dubious request from my editor. It seems he wanted me to play spy and catch some of the city’s mediums deceiving their customers.”


Surprisingly, this set off a minor debate at the table, with half of the Willoughby family in support of mediums and the other half firmly against. Somehow I ended up playing moderator, eliciting comments from both sides.


“It’s quackery!” Mr. Willoughby thundered. “Just a bunch of thieves trying to separate hard-working citizens from their money!”


“Certainly not all of them are criminals,” Violet countered. “There are so many that at least a few of them must be real. They can’t all be impostors, can they?”


This prompted Jasper to speak for the first time since the third course. “Father is right, for once. They’re all crooks. Every last one of them.”


“I should hope not,” Mrs. Willoughby said with a sigh. “I prefer to think that some are performing a valuable service by connecting people with loved ones they’ve lost. I’ve considered going to see one myself several times, only to have your father talk me out of it.”


“Because it’s quackery!” Mr. Willoughby interjected.


Violet clucked with sympathy. “I had no idea, Mother. Who do you want to contact?”


Mrs. Willoughby bowed her head, in either sadness or shame. It was difficult to tell. “Joseph,” she said.


The rest of us grew quiet at the mention of the Willoughbys’ lost son. Jasper’s twin brother had succumbed to scarlet fever when both were five. Violet spoke about him only in passing. We were both alike in that regard—never letting each other see how much we’d been injured by our pasts.


“I miss him so much sometimes,” Mrs. Willoughby admitted. “And I can’t help but wonder what it would be like to talk to him one last time.”


Across the table, Thornton Willoughby glared at me as if I had been the one to breach family protocol and mention the boy’s name. “I must say, you would be wise to take that assignment, Edward. The more flimflam artists who are exposed, the better off this city would be. Your newspaper would be doing a valuable service.”


With that, he slurped down the remainder of his coffee and placed his cup solidly on the table—the signal that lunch was officially over. I thanked the Willoughbys for a lovely meal and got a reminder from Violet that we were to have dinner on Sunday night at the home of her friend Bertram Johnson. Then I took my leave, heading back to the Bulletin building the same way I’d come. When I reached Eighth and Chestnut, I again encountered the boy with the leaflets, still commandeering the corner.


“Sit with Mrs. Collins, world-renowned medium!” he shouted. “Speak once more to loved ones who now rest in the hereafter!”


The couple strolling directly in front of me, a gray-haired man and woman, stopped at the boy and took a leaflet. The man’s suit was similar to my own. The woman’s dress, unlike the gay colors on display up and down the street, was black.


“Does she truly have the gift?” the woman asked as her gaze flitted across the leaflet. “Can she really help us speak to the dead?”


“Mrs. Collins?” the boy said. “She’s world famous, ma’am. Presidents and kings have sat with her and departed fully satisfied.”


The woman turned to her obviously unimpressed husband. “Perhaps she will be the one. The one who can let us talk to Stephen.”


The hope in her voice stabbed at my heart. Stephen most likely had been struck down during the war, like so many others. I had known dozens of men just like him. I had met their mothers and spouses and lovers, as well. All those sad-eyed women trapped in the unforgiving grip of grief.


“I don’t think so, dearest,” the man gently said. “We must continue on our way.”


“But can’t we even attempt it?”


“We have,” her husband said. “Many times.”


“Then we must try again.” The woman clutched the leaflet as if it were a Bible, so firm she was in her belief. “Certainly no harm will come if we try one last time.”


Her husband took the leaflet from her hands and thrust it back at the boy. He moved forcefully onward, giving his wife no choice but to follow. Watching them depart, I thought of Mr. and Mrs. Willoughby and wondered if a similar exchange would take place if they happened upon this boy. I was reminded of Marjorie Willoughby’s bereavement, so palpable that it silenced the rest of us at the table. How many grieving mothers like her sought out people such as Mrs. Collins? How many had squandered their hard-earned money on nothing more than a hoax?


It occurred to me that Hamilton Gray’s idea might not be so ridiculous after all. While it would be impossible to rid the city of mediums entirely, I began to see the value in exposing at least one or two of them in the Evening Bulletin. It could certainly serve as a warning, for Philadelphia’s citizens and charlatans alike.


As I approached the boy, he called out dramatically: “The skeptic has returned! Changed your mind about Mrs. Collins’s gifts, sir?”


“I have,” I replied. “I would like to attend a séance this evening, if possible.”


“There’s one at eight o’clock. Mrs. Collins will be pleased to have you. I guarantee it will be an evening you won’t soon forget.”


I patted the boy on the head and gave him a penny. “I certainly hope so.”




IV


Mrs. Lucy Collins lived a few blocks west of Broad Street, in a perfectly respectable neighborhood of upper-class homes. Stepping out of my hired hack, I took a moment to study the house in front of me. It was large, but subdued; elegant, but not boastful. It made me wonder if Mrs. Collins was a woman of means. More likely, the illusion had already begun. I imagined the house full of empty rooms, with only the front parlor furnished to give the impression that someone actually lived there, much like a false storefront constructed to disguise illegal activities going on behind it.


Inside the home, I found four others waiting in the parlor, including the woman in black I had seen on the street that afternoon. Her husband, I noticed, was conspicuously absent. As I hung my coat and hat on a nearby rack, we exchanged a look of recognition before she turned away, eyes downcast.


The remaining visitors were strangers. One was a squat, pink-faced man who, despite the cool temperature of the room, had broken out into a sweat. The other two were an elderly couple seated on a floral love seat against the wall, their hands clasped in solidarity.


“Is this your first time sitting with Mrs. Collins?” the husband asked me by way of greeting.


“It is,” I replied. “I hope I’m not disappointed.”


The man offered a nod of understanding. “It’s our first sitting, too, but we’ve heard nothing but excellent things about Mrs. Collins. The name’s Rowland. Pierce and Millicent Rowland.”


“I’m—” I fumbled for a name, trying to yank one from thin air. Inspiration struck when I noticed that Mr. Rowland was wearing a silk necktie the color of a grassy meadow. “Green. Mr. Carlton Green.”


As we shook hands, Mrs. Rowland asked, “Who are you trying to contact, sir? We’re here to speak to our daughter, Mary.”


“I’m hoping to hear from my sister—” I again struggled to conjure up a fictitious name. “Daisy.”


Mr. Rowland turned to the pink-faced gentleman, now sweating more profusely. “And you, sir? Who are you trying to contact?”


The man mopped his brow with a handkerchief before saying, “I long to speak to my late wife, Katherine. Today would have been her birthday.”


“I’m very sorry for your loss,” said Mr. Rowland.


“Thank you,” the gentleman replied, extending his hand to Mr. Rowland. “I’m Mr. Peter Spencer.”


Mrs. Rowland offered him a warm smile and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Spencer.”


While the three of them chatted among themselves, I roamed the parlor, examining the décor. The room was tastefully appointed, with enough subtle flourishes to make it comfortable. Evenly spaced gaslights flickered from the walls, surrounded by wallpaper striped a soothing shade of yellow. Potted palms sat in the corners and lace curtains hung at the windows.


Pushed against the wall opposite the Rowlands was a narrow mahogany table, upon which sat a small lamp and an elaborate arrangement of daffodils and other spring blooms. The vibrant yellows of the daffodils contrasted nicely with a single ivory lily at the front of the arrangement. Half opened, the lily’s petals had a shine to them, as if they had been coated by fresh dew.


Hanging above the table was an oil painting of a stern-looking man with shifty eyes and a disgruntled mouth. He stared at those of us in the parlor with disdain, the black-eyed Susan painted onto his lapel doing nothing to lighten his apparent mood.


As I leaned in to further examine the painting, the door to the adjacent sitting room suddenly opened. A voice floated from the room, announcing, “Please, come in.”


The five of us entered a room as dim and stark as the parlor was bright and comforting. Heavy curtains covered the windows, blocking out whatever moonlight there might have been outside. Situated along one wall was a small side table. Against the opposite wall sat a massive wooden cabinet into which strange symbols and odd faces had been carved. The center of the room was dominated by a round table covered with a black cloth that brushed the floor. Sitting like a centerpiece on the table were four glass domes. Inside each dome was a small bell that dangled from a miniature tripod made of wood.


Mrs. Lucy Collins herself stood beside the table, wearing a purple dress and white elbow-length gloves. She looked very much like the image on the leaflet, only the illustration hadn’t fully captured her beauty. The face—narrow cheeks, sharp chin—was the same, of course. So was her hair, styled in a similar waterfall of curls.


Yet there was a glow to her that the image just couldn’t convey. It was centered in her green eyes, which sparkled with an intensity that I had never seen before or since. They looked like emeralds, those eyes, bright and mesmerizing. It was as if Mrs. Collins had arrived in Philadelphia after stepping out of a Vermeer painting, the delicate lightness of his brushstrokes still intact.


At first glance, I found myself utterly transfixed. Which was her aim, I had to remind myself. She was, after all, just like the proverbial wolf in sheep’s clothing.


When she spoke, I detected a hint of Virginia in her voice. “Welcome and good evening to you all. Once you make your payment, we can begin.”


She gestured to a silver tray on the side table. Above the tray was another oil painting, a pastoral scene of trees and a pond with a flock of geese in the distance.


“And how much,” I said, “are we to pay for the privilege of your company, madam?”


“Ten dollars, sir.”


Ten dollars! I was stunned, and for a moment considered leaving. That was a half-week’s pay, with no guarantee the Bulletin would compensate me for it later. Yet the others placed their hard-earned money on the tray without hesitation, Mr. Rowland leading the charge. Despite wanting more than anything to storm out, my conscience wouldn’t let me watch them waste their money without doing the same. I was supposed to be doing this, after all, for their benefit.


With great reluctance, I paid the sitting fee. As soon as my money hit the silver tray, Mrs. Collins closed the door. “Now,” she said, “let’s all have a seat. Anywhere you prefer.”


She sat opposite the door, directly in front of a small side table topped with an oil lamp. I took a seat directly to her right. My thinking was that the closer I sat to her, the more likely I’d notice the tricks she most certainly had planned. Mrs. Rowland sat next to me, followed by her husband. The woman in black—since I never did catch her name, I mentally referred to her as Stephen’s mother—took a seat beside Mr. Rowland. Mr. Spencer sat between her and Mrs. Collins.


Once everyone was settled, Mrs. Collins said, “Before we begin, I’d like everyone to take a moment to study the bells on the table. Each one represents the loved one you’re trying to reach. If their spirit is present, the bell closest to you will ring.”


All of us did as we were told, staring dumbly at our respective glass-encased bells.


“Now, please direct your attention to this cabinet,” Mrs. Collins said, pointing to the wooden monstrosity against the wall. Twice the size of an average armoire, it loomed in the darkness like a crypt. The curious symbols etched into it—moons and stars, mostly, but others I couldn’t identify—alternately brightened and faded in the flickering of the room’s single lamp. The faint, shifting light transformed the cabinet’s carved faces into open-mouthed demons, then benevolent angels, then back again.


“My spirit cabinet was passed on to me by my grandmother, who also possessed the gift of conversing with the dead. Carved by Italian monks during the Renaissance, it holds special powers. I mention this only because if a spirit intends to manifest itself this evening, it will do so in that cabinet.” Mrs. Collins offered a slight smile. “But I offer no guarantees that such an event will occur.”


She set her hands palms down on the table and instructed Mr. Spencer and me to each place a hand on top of her wrists. Beneath her silk gloves, her arm felt small and delicate, like a child’s.


“I trust you both will be honest gentlemen,” she said. “Speak up if you feel my hands or arms move at any point in the séance. I don’t want anyone to think there’s trickery involved in whatever may happen here this evening.”


At this, I suppressed a smile of my own. Of course there’d be trickery involved, and I was certain I’d be able to see right through it.


Mrs. Collins next told everyone to hold hands, forming a chain around the table. Beside me, Mrs. Rowland removed her gloves and placed them on the table before linking hands with me and her husband.


“Circles are powerful, yet soothing,” Mrs. Collins informed us. “Those in the spirit realm are drawn to them. But, in order for spirits to appear, I must have absolute silence, stillness, and near darkness.”


Her arm wriggled beneath my hand as she said, “Pardon me for a moment, gentlemen, as I dim this lamp.”


She turned to the table behind her and lowered the lamp until only the faintest of glows remained. The table became invisible, as did the room around us. Everyone at the table had been turned into shadows, barely perceptible. The only things that could clearly be seen were the bells at the table’s center, their glass domes reflecting what remained of the lamplight.


Mrs. Collins returned her hands to the table and Mr. Spencer and I placed our palms on top of her wrists once more.


“Now,” she said, “if we’re all ready, let’s begin.”


For something that allegedly required silence, the séance began with an absurd amount of talking. Mrs. Collins proceeded to spout hokum about the spirit realm and how we were summoning them in friendship and curiosity. She mentioned someone by the name of White Sparrow, a long-dead Cherokee woman who served as her guide between this world and the spirit one. She told us to think good thoughts so that our vibrations would be felt by White Sparrow on the other side. Never before had I heard so much rubbish in such a short period of time, and it took all means of willpower to keep from laughing uncontrollably in the darkness.


After that came a long period of silence, five excruciating minutes at least, in which we all waited for our vibrations to be received. Just when it seemed as if I’d fall asleep from sheer boredom, Mrs. Collins broke the quiet with a sudden, half-gasped, “I sense something. A presence. A familiar presence.”


She moved slightly beside me, and I saw the barest shadow of her face tilting upward as she called into the room. “Is there a visitor from the spirit realm present? Please, signal to us that you are here.”


Somewhere in the darkness—from which direction, I couldn’t tell—a light rapping noise was heard. To my right, Mrs. Rowland inhaled slightly. Across from me, Mr. Spencer’s breathing grew more rapid.


“Spirit,” Mrs. Collins said, “is it possible for you to answer questions for those of us gathered here? Rap once for no, twice for yes.”


One rap emerged from the gloom. After a dutiful pause, another one arrived.


“Thank you, spirit,” Mrs. Collins replied. “Is your name White Sparrow?”


Two raps, this time in quick succession.


“I welcome your presence once more, my old friend. Are you again here to serve as a guide between this place and the other side?”


Another two raps followed.


“Wonderful! Are there other spirits with you? Ones who know and wish to contact those of us present?”


This time, instead of two raps, we heard an elaborate stream of them, like a rapid drumbeat.


“I believe that’s a resounding yes,” Mrs. Collins told us. Then she said to the ether, “Please ask one of the spirits with you to make their presence known by indicating who they wish to contact.”


Another lengthy silence followed, filled with anticipation. At last, the bell nearest Mr. and Mrs. Rowland began to move of its own accord inside its glass dome. Mrs. Rowland gasped again as the bell rang—a quiet tinkling in the darkness.


“Does that mean someone wants to speak to us?” she asked.


“Are you Mr. and Mrs. Pierce Rowland?”


“We are.”


“White Sparrow has ushered in a spirit that wishes to communicate through me,” Mrs. Collins said. “I see a girl. So pretty . . . yet she died so young. I sense . . . an illness of some sort. And this girl, she’s a relation to you, no?”


I felt Mrs. Rowland’s hand trembling in my own. “Our daughter.”


“Mary is her name, yes?”


“That’s right. Is she here?”


“Yes. She’s here,” Mrs. Collins said. “She can feel your presence. Your warmth. Your love. She says that . . . while her illness tormented her when she was alive, she is now at peace and happy. She wants you to know that, so you may no longer worry if she suffered during her last days. She says . . . that your care comforted her greatly and that she loves both of you very much.”


Mrs. Rowland began to weep in the darkness next to me. Her husband whispered to her, “You see, Millicent. She’s at peace at last. Our dear girl has found peace.”


The evening progressed in a similar manner for half an hour or so. The bell next rang in front of Mr. Spencer, who was informed that the spirit of his beloved wife was present. She, of course, knew he came to wish her a happy birthday and that she was patiently waiting for him in heaven, which made him, too, break into tears. Stephen’s mother also wept when the spirit of her son inevitably rang the bell in front of her. Mrs. Collins told her that even though he died on the battlefield, Stephen had no regrets about joining the Union Army. He willingly gave his life for his country and his parents should feel proud of what he did, not sad that he is gone.


“But I miss you so much, darling,” Stephen’s mother said, her tear-wracked voice filling the room. “You can’t fathom the depths of my grief.”


Mrs. Collins paused, as if listening to a response no one else could hear. “Stephen says he does know,” she said, “for he is with you always. You might not see him or hear him, but he is there . . . keeping watch over your husband and yourself.”


At long last, the bell in front of me rang, prompting Mrs. Collins to ask, “Is there a Mr. Green present?”


I was thankful that the darkness obscured my face, because at that moment I was grinning from ear to ear. Although her show had been surprisingly convincing throughout, I now had tangible proof that Mrs. Collins was nothing more than a scam artist. Surely, if a legitimate spirit were trying to contact me, it would have used my real name.


“I’m Mr. Green,” I said, continuing the ruse.


“A young woman is present,” Mrs. Collins said. “She left this earth too soon. She says . . . her name is Daisy and that you were siblings.”


“Yes. Daisy was my sister. How I long to see her again.”


Mrs. Collins continued, saying, “Daisy wants you to know that her illness didn’t darken her spirit.”


I was forced to make an immediate decision. Did I go along with what Mrs. Collins was telling me and pretend it was all true? Or should I attempt to trip her up a bit, hoping this séance of hers tumbled like the house of cards it really was?


I chose the latter.


“Illness?” I asked. “Daisy was killed in a carriage accident.”


“But she was ill, too,” Mrs. Collins said, not skipping a step in the faux waltz the two of us were dancing. “Terribly ill. She didn’t have the heart to tell you. She says . . . the carriage accident was actually a blessing in disguise, because it prevented her from suffering due to her illness.”


“I’m so relieved,” I said, attempting to sound as emotional as, say, Mr. Spencer or Stephen’s mother. “The last thing I wanted was for my sweet sister to suffer.”


“She knows that and she thanks you. She says . . . that you were the most kind-hearted brother anyone could ask for and that she cherishes the time you had together.”


Once again, Mrs. Collins covered herself well. She seemed quite unflappable, which is why I decided to test her further and have a bit of fun in the process.


“And what about Reginald?” I asked. “Is there news of him?”


“Daisy says that Reginald is with her,” Mrs. Collins replied, “and that he sends his regards.”


“Reginald was her beloved horse,” I said. “Can animals really speak in the afterlife?”


Instead of a response from Mrs. Collins, I heard a shriek from Mrs. Rowland. “Something just touched me!”


“What was it?” her husband asked.


“I can’t say with certainty—”


I heard a second shriek, this time from Stephen’s mother. “I felt something as well! It just brushed past me!”


Soon I, too, felt it. It was a rush of air blowing past my ear. A second followed, traveling in the opposite direction and brushing the back of my neck so closely that the hairs there stood on end.


“A brave spirit has come closer,” Mrs. Collins announced. “Spirit, make your presence known to us.”


Mrs. Rowland shrieked again. She gripped my right hand tightly, her fingernails digging into my flesh. At first, I wondered if she was suffering from an attack of some kind, but then I saw what caused her to cry out. The others did, too, and reacted in a similar fashion.


The focus of our attention was Mrs. Rowland’s gloves, which had started to rise off the table. They stayed clasped together a moment, fingers pointed upward as if they were in prayer. But soon they separated, floating off in opposite directions, barely visible in the faint glow of the lamp.


“The spirit is attempting to manifest itself,” Mrs. Collins said as the gloves twisted and twirled in midair. “So that we might see its ghostly form.”


Just then, the table began to rock back and forth. Jostled by the movement, the bells rang wildly within their glass domes. The gloves dropped back in front of Mrs. Rowland as the table pitched violently. Those of us seated at it began to inch backward in our chairs, but Mrs. Collins stopped us.


“Keep holding hands!” she ordered. “We mustn’t break the chain!”


The table lifted off the ground. My hands—one remaining on Mrs. Collins’s wrist, the other still clutching Mrs. Rowland—rode with it, stopping until they were about chest high. The table simply floated there, rising and lowering at random. Then it fell to the floor with a hearty thunk, the bells clanging in disharmony.


That was immediately followed by a noise coming from the cabinet on the other side of the room. Rustling, it sounded like. Or perhaps a hoarse whisper. The cabinet door flew open, setting off another cry from Mrs. Rowland. But in the gloom I saw no one inside it, despite the whispers that were only growing louder.


The noise spurred Mrs. Collins to say, “Spirit, is that you?”


The response, which we all heard quite clearly, was a drawn-out hiss. “Yessssssssssssss.”


“Spirit,” Mrs. Collins said. “If you are able, show yourself!”


Mrs. Rowland let out another shriek, more shrill and terrified than the previous ones. “Look!” she gasped. “Everyone look!”


That was the moment I saw a figure appear inside the once-empty cabinet. A glowing, ghastly shade of white, it appeared to be half in this realm, half in the other. Its shape was that of a man, although I saw right through it to the darkness behind him. The figure, possessing arms but no legs to speak of, hovered in front of us. It turned its skull-like head back and forth, surveying us with sunken, eyeless sockets.


“Oh, spirit!” Mrs. Collins said, her voice pitched to excitable heights. “Tell us your name and who you have come to see!”


As the manifested spirit raised one of its spindly arms and pointed an extended index finger at the table, Mrs. Rowland squeezed my hand tighter than before. Once again, my first instinct was that something was wrong with her, and this time I was right. She swayed to the left, bumping into my shoulder before collapsing facedown onto the table.


“Mrs. Rowland, are you ill?” I asked—a stupid question, considering that she clearly was.


I stood, removing my hand from hers. Her husband did the same as he pulled her back into her seat. Within seconds, Mrs. Collins had brightened the lamp behind her, filling the room with much-needed light. I looked toward the cabinet and saw that it was now empty. The spirit was gone. Indeed, all of them were.


“Millicent, my dear, say something!” Mr. Rowland fanned his wife’s face. “What’s wrong?”


Blinking in the newfound light, I could tell clearly that poor Mrs. Rowland had fainted. I had witnessed it enough times in the ink-fumed Bulletin offices to know, and regretted not bringing along my smelling salts. Luckily, Mrs. Collins had her own, contained in an ivory snuffbox that she whisked from the folds of her skirt. One hearty sniff later and Mrs. Rowland was conscious.

OEBPS/images/9781476761732.jpg
Was it d hZ)dX? VO‘r can the dead
truly speak—and kill?

A Novel

ALAN FINN





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THINGS
HALF
IN
SHADOW

% A Novel @

ALAN FINN

G

GALLERY BOOKS








OEBPS/images/common.jpg









OEBPS/xhtml/cont.html


CONTENTS



Foreword



Book One



Chapter I



Chapter II



Chapter III



Chapter IV



Book Two



Chapter I



Chapter II



Chapter III



Chapter IV



Chapter V



Book Three



Chapter I



Chapter II



Chapter III



Chapter IV



Chapter V



Chapter VI



Book Four



Chapter I



Chapter II



Chapter III



Chapter IV



Chapter V



Chapter VI



Chapter VII



Chapter VIII



Chapter IX



Chapter X



Book Five



Chapter I



Chapter II



Chapter III



Chapter IV



Chapter V



Chapter VI



Chapter VII



Chapter VIII



Book Six



Chapter I



Chapter II



Chapter III



Chapter IV



Chapter V



Chapter VI



Chapter VII



Chapter VIII



Chapter IX



Chapter X



Book Seven



Chapter I



Chapter II



Chapter III



Chapter IV



Chapter V



Chapter VI



Chapter VII



Postscript



Acknowledgments



About Alan Finn





