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“Wands weaves a thrilling and sometimes chilling tale that explores the predictive powers of the imagery found on tarot cards, connecting symbolism and legend through unique characters and extraordinary events.”
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“Susan Wands’s Magician and Fool tells the intriguing and little-known story of Pamela Colman Smith, creator of one of the most famous tarot decks in history. With meticulously researched period detail, Wands brings nineteenth-century London to life. From the secret chambers of the Golden Dawn society to private screenings of ancient Egyptian texts and artifacts, Wands takes the reader on a journey through not only history but also the compelling beauty and danger of the dark arts.”
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“Magician and Fool is a spellbinding story that combines history and fiction—author Susan Wands presents an enchanting picture of intriguing historical figures. This book will appeal to a wide range of readers interested in a glimpse into the Victorian theater and the mysterious occult group known as the Golden Dawn. I can’t wait for the second book in the series.”
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FINDING MAGIC












CHAPTER ONE SEEKING THE CROWN OF BRUIN
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A sudden clamor from out front startled seven-year-old Pamela Colman Smith. She ran to her bedroom window and squealed with delight as she looked below. In the road, a cluster of child-sized skeletons and scarecrows darted round a tall, fuzzy lion carrying a torch and a basket of turnips. In the dimming light, the masked guisers came up the walkway to her new house. While one of the skeletons knocked on her front door, a pirate with an eye patch set himself in the center of the yard and began a frenzied jig before the revelers.


“Oh, Maud, I want to go with them,” Pamela said, hopping up and down. “I wish we knew people here who could take me.”


Maud sat at the vanity, arranging her elaborate pile of dark, wavy hair. “Unfortunately, you’re new to the neighborhood,” she said. “And I’m too old to take you, my friend. So, there you are.”


In the yard, skeletons and scarecrows armed themselves with turnips as the maid’s voice rang out pleading for “no mischief.” The pirate gyrated to cheers and clapping from the masked children, his palms open for payment.


Pamela stopped bouncing when she noticed a strange movement in the shrubbery. Luminescent figures, the size of a grown-up’s hand, hovered in the hedge. Pamela’s eyes adjusted to the twilight hues as the glowing, green beings flickered in the shrubbery. Several of them skittered up the fence and out into the street. They were too big for beetles, but too small for birds. Would there be butterflies here in Manchester in October?


“Maud, what are those?” Pamela asked, her voice rising as she pressed her face against the window glass.


“You mean, who are they. They are just noisy revelers with false faces on for All Hallow’s Eve.”


Pamela pointed to the small creatures milling behind the crowd of merrymakers. “No, Maud, come see. There’s something odd in the garden.”


Maud stood next to her holding the lamp, its light reflecting their mirror image in the window. Pamela was short and round compared to tall, willowy Maud. Her elegant friend at fifteen years of age was already six feet tall.


Maud dimmed her lamp. “I see them now.”


At that moment, the trick-or-treaters noticed Maud and Pamela in the upstairs window and, in an attempt to frighten them, shrieked. Pamela watched Maud stretch open her mouth as though she were howling, then imitated her. For a few seconds, they silently screeched at the guisers. The scarecrows and ghosts jeered back at them, shaking their fists and waggling their bums. The maid called to them and they disappeared from Pamela’s view as they raced up to the front door. They reappeared with biscuits in their hands and stampeded into Withington Road, bumping into one another in the murky dusk. A trail of blinking, greenish beings rose from the yard and flew after them in full pursuit in the twilight.


“The fairies are chasing the tricksters,” Pamela said, straining to see the last of them fly off.


“Now, Miss Smith, we don’t know that they’re fairies,” Maud said, returning to the vanity and turning up her lamp.


Pamela touched the cold window. The warmth of her finger left a ghostly imprint. In the glass, she watched Maud put finishing touches on her waves of curls. This was the first time the two girls had been alone since Maud and her father had arrived three days ago to visit with them. Pamela last saw Maud in London two years ago when she was on holiday from her boarding school in France, and had known her ever since she could remember. She was the older sister Pamela never had, and she relished her nickname, “fairy sister.” Whenever Maud came to call, she always paid attention to Pamela and entertained her with tales of her travels and ghost stories.


She was different now; the years away had changed Maud. She no longer called Pamela “fairy sister” but Miss Smith. Maud wore a corset under her clothes and put her hair up, making her look like a taller version of her mother, who had just passed away.


Maud’s father, Captain Gonne, was a scary man. Mother said he spoke six languages, none of them politely. Since he was a recent widower, Maud was expected to be her father’s hostess at their new home in Paris. In the window, Pamela saw her own reflection: a stocky girl with flyaway hair and dark eyes. But someday she would have her own fancy dress and a tower of curls.


“I’ll tell Father something odd was in the garden,” Maud said. “Maybe something followed us from Ireland; they are rife with spirits there.” Putting on her Irish accent, she continued, “Well, it’s good to see Nera’s fairies are still searching for those human murderers on Hallow Eve.”


“Wait. I’m seeing Irish fairies in Manchester?” Pamela asked, bounding over to Maud.


“It’s said that those with the gift can see the other world open up tonight, and maybe this part of the world needs opening up,” Maud replied.


“What about the times when I see things that even you can’t see?” Pamela asked.


“That’s just your overactive imagination. Where was I? Oh yes, you know that on this evening, Nera comes out from the fairies’ síd of Cruachan and tracks down the thieving murderers who stole the fairy crown of Bruin. Perhaps Nera thinks whoever stole it brought it here.”


“Or maybe they’re English fairies,” Pamela said. She ran to Maud’s bed and jumped on it. “Why are you talking like that?”


“I was given this accent by an Irish fairy, if you must know.”


Pamela stopped jumping. “You did not. You learned it from your governess. Your father told us your Irish accent is why you had to go to school in France.”


“Well, that was one of the reasons,” Maud said, continuing the accent. “If I’m going to tell you Irish stories, I need to use the right voice. Just like Nera, you have to be a fool sometimes and find a different path, to speak a different way.”


“Maud,” Pamela said, “why did Nera even let the humans into the fairy kingdom? Tell me again.”


Treads creaking on the stairs outside the bedroom meant buckets were being brought up for the bath.


“I said hot water, not tepid,” Mother’s voice rang from the bathroom down the hall.


The banging of the dining room door signaled the maid setting the table, while the front door slammed and Father announced he was home. He would be in the parlor, indisposed until supper. Pamela and Maud looked at one another.


“We only have time for a short story,” Maud said, picking up her shawl from the back of the chair and throwing it over her shoulders. “Supper will be soon.”


“I wish I could be at the table with you,” Pamela said.


“All in good time. So, remember, the story starts with Nera, walking on Samhain with his little white dog on the mountain path near Cruachan. The wee dog was stopping and scratching at something, just as Nera was about to accidentally step off the cliff—”


On cue, Pamela stood on the bed with one foot, dangling the other over the edge, precariously balancing herself. “When he found a split path!” she said.


“And what have I told you about split paths?” Maud asked.


“They’re thresholds for magic,” Pamela answered, jumping down from her one-legged position and landing next to Maud.


“Correct. And it was at this split in the road that Nera almost fell off. But as his dog whined and scratched he showed Nera there was a fairy mound in the split. It was a fairy entrance, for the fairy mounds of Erin are always open on this day. Magic is all around us on All Hallow’s Eve.”


Pamela played with the fringe on Maud’s shawl. “Those could have been magical bugs outside here tonight—” she murmured.


“Let me finish, Miss Smith. So, brave Nera followed the fairies, leaping from cliff to cliff, until he came to their king in the síd.”


“What’s a síd?” Pamela asked, rocking back and forth.


“The fairy underworld—how many times have I told ya? It’s where he remained and married one of the fairy women. It was she who revealed to Nera the fairies’ secret hiding place in the síd—the well. And it was there where the fairy king’s crown was hidden.”


“Why would the fairies hide a crown in a well?”


“Well, would you look for a crown there? On the following November Eve—Hallow’s Eve—Nera was determined to go back to his human people to tell them of the sights he had seen in the fairy underworld.’


“‘But who will believe that I’ve gone into the fairy world of síd?’ he asked.


“‘Take fruits of summer with thee to make proof of our world,’ said his fairy wife. ‘But come back to me.’


“So, he took wild garlic, primrose, and golden fern, then left the fairy world and his fairy wife. On the following November Eve when the síd of Cruachan opened again, Nera came back. But who do you think followed?”


“The greedy human men on this side,” Pamela whispered.


“Yes, the hosts of greed heard Nera bragging about the riches of the síd, so the human traitors followed Nera and plundered the síd, taking away the crown of Bruin from the well. But the fairy king forced Nera to stay with his wife and the fairy world closed again. Nera is now captive in the fairy underworld and may only come out once a year.”


Pamela rose from the cot and danced on one foot. “His fairy wife must have been angry with him—he goes away for a year and brings back humans? Just so he could prove he saw the other side? Did his dog go with him? How could the fairy crown be worn by anyone else? It would be too small, wouldn’t it?”


Maud kissed the top of Pamela’s head. “Enough questions. My family tells this tale each Hallow’s Eve just once. For those of us with gifts of other sight, the other world opens up. Never forget that this feast of the dead came before the time of the church.” Maud got up and lifted the dropper from a bottle. The scent of lilacs filled the room.


Pamela sat up. “All your stories come from before the time of the church. The Other Side, the Fairy Underworld, Flying Kings and Queens, Nera, the Fool. Wait—is Nera still stuck in the síd?”


“Last question. Sure he is. Every Halloween, when the síd of Cruachan opens up, Nera comes out to try to find the murderers who stole the crown of Bruin. It’s the least he can do to make amends with his fairy family. He’s out there looking for the crown now.”


“I wish I could help him look or be with you at dinner instead of staying in my room,” Pamela said.


In a short time, she would be having supper in the kitchen with the staff—out of the way of the night’s festivities. Pamela was allowed to be around the adults only to perform her piece in the parlor before dinner. She rehearsed with the parlor maid yesterday and was anxious to show Mother and Father. During the month that they had been here in Manchester, Pamela had only spent time with her parents when they went to the Swedenborgian church. As far as Pamela could tell, no one at the service came from Sweden, and it was all pretty dull except when they talked about visiting planets.


Maud motioned Pamela to sit at the vanity. “Let’s see that you look your best tonight.” Her Irish accent was replaced by a refined English pronunciation. “You look like you’ve been pulled through a bush backwards. Let’s neaten you up before the Boggart sees you.”


“Oh, you said that before,” Pamela said as she sat with a thump. “I don’t know why the Boggart is bothered just because I’m wearing my play clothes. Why would a spirit pinch you just because you wear the wrong blouse, or don’t put your toys away?”


But Pamela did feel the Boggart pinch her, especially when she got paint on her dress or spilled tea on her shoes.


“Dress, now,” Maud said, lightly tickling her side.


Pamela stood and took off her shift as Maud picked up the ironed white dress the maid had set out. Pamela lifted her arms as the starched smock slid down her body. She was facing the mirror and in the reflection she watched Maud fasten her buttons.


Maud unpinned her top curls so that a massive pile of ringlets cascaded down her back like a waterfall. “Make my hair look like yours,” Pamela begged. “I want to look like you for my performance.”


Maud set the curling iron on the lamp to heat. “Well, I can use these tongs to make some curls. Maybe they will last until your performance.”


Usually, Pamela’s hair was styled in the simplest way—tied in braids and pinned on top, according to Mother’s instructions. When they lived in London, Pamela had to pass Mother’s inspection in order to be allowed into the parlor. Pamela dreaded getting ready for parties here as the maid had not been very patient, tugging a comb through her hair and scrubbing roughly behind her ears. Tonight, having Maud’s gentle touch was a treat.


“Did your governess teach you how to style hair?” Pamela asked as Maud twisted her hair around the heated tongs.


Maud snorted. “No, she only knew how to braid. I was the one who studied fashion plates. You can be sure I’ll know how to do my hair when we live in Paris.” She patted the fat sausage curls appearing on the back of Pamela’s head. “There. This ought to please even your mother.”


Pamela held a hand mirror up to see the back of her head. The three rows of pinned swatches were a far cry from Maud’s plump swirls, but at least they were curls. Pamela sighed, then brightened.


“Shall we tell Mother we saw the fairies?” Pamela asked. “If magic is out tonight, she’ll want to know.”


“Magic is out every night, but tonight all mortals can touch it. And your mother finds enough magic with her religious friends. I only hope you don’t become a Swedenborgian, Fairy Sister.”


“Why not?” Pamela asked, wiggling with pleasure at her nickname. “The Swedenborgians believe they can fly.”


“And they believe they can eat green cheese on Venus and Mars, which I highly doubt. If prayer led to miracles, we’d all have access to our own magic. But we don’t.” Maud smiled at her. “Except for tonight, when the spirits are roaming about, we can touch magic from the other side.”


“Oh, Maud, can you teach me how to touch magic tonight?” Pamela asked.


Maud put the brush and tongs away. “Well, I’m not saying I can do magic, but we can imagine what magic is like.”


“How?”


“Let’s try to find it the way Nera did.”


Maud stood on the edge of the bed and balanced herself, reenacting Pamela’s mimic of Nera nearly stepping off the cliff, one foot dangling out. Pamela grabbed Maud’s other foot, anchoring her, while Maud made whistling sounds as though she were flying through the air like a bird. Pamela pulled her back and they tussled, mussing her hair.


“My hair!” Maud squawked while laughing.


Pamela stood up and Maud held her by the foot as she pretended to step off the cliff.


A lump formed in Pamela’s throat. She looked back at Maud and cried, “What if I really fall?”


Maud growled at her, “And what if you really fly?” She loosened her grip on Pamela’s ankle. “Fly!”


Pamela fell off the bed onto the soft rug, both of them laughing as she landed. Pamela sat up, and a spasm coursed through her, making her head jerk. Behind her eyes an image froze—a blond young man. He looked up, a dog leaping at his heels as laughter echoed in the distance.


It was Nera. He had escaped from the fairy kingdom. He lifted a foot from the side of the path toward the cliff’s edge as a strange music of harps and horns played.


Maud peered over the edge of the bed, eyeing her sharply. “What is it, child? What is happening?”


It hit Pamela in her mind first: the man—or was he a boy?—was standing sideways right before her. He turned to her and dissolved into tiny crystals, pouring behind her eyes, behind her skull, dripping into her blood. She felt the crystals dissolving in the countless tiny rivers of blood flowing through her veins. When she’d absorbed the image, her blood bold with pieces of him, the fool blossomed inside her. Half on a cliff, half off, waiting for the world to start.


Pamela raced to get back on top of her bed to fly again. Maud switched places and sat on the floor, watching her. Pamela raised both arms to balance herself and slowly lifted one foot off the bed. In her mind’s eye, Nera again came to the spot on the mountain pathway. Maud lay down on her back, both hands behind her head as though she were watching clouds going by, whistling her flying sounds as Pamela teetered above her. Pamela looked up and saw the last rays of the sun as it dipped out of sight. The music in her head played even more loudly, and in time she felt herself lift her other foot off the bed. The blood inside her body was warm and churning. She reached toward the last rays of the sun with outstretched hands. Nera also lifted his other foot off the cliff. She moved forward.


Pamela cried out, “Look out, Nera, you Fool!”


Her body had no weight, no feeling.


Looking down, she saw she was floating in the air above Maud, whose mouth dropped open.


[image: images]


An hour later, Pamela sat on the hallway floor outside her mother’s boudoir.


Urgent undertones from Maud and sighs from Mother burbled from within. As Pamela stared at the door handle, a feeling of blue-black chalk bubbled in her throat, almost choking her. When she tried to explain this kind of feeling to her parents (feeling colors, seeing smells, and tasting the minutes of the clock), she was reprimanded for being “too fanciful.” But when the blue-black bubbles appeared, she usually saw something that she had never seen before. Above the bathroom door handle, the gold-plate inset around the keyhole darkened. Smoke drifted out of the keyhole, and something bat-like swooped out of the small opening and soared above Pamela. It fluttered down the hallway and disappeared.


Was it a bat spirit taking a bath with Mother? She scanned the hallway and ceiling. Nothing. Whatever had come out was now gone, nowhere to be seen. These sightings happened frequently. When she told Mother and Father, they always gave one another a mysterious look before dismissing her.


The door opened and Maud stood, her coiled hair now hanging in limp curls. Gesturing for Pamela to come near, she held her close, whispering, “I’ve told your mother about the appearance of the fairies and your episode of possible flying—”


“Possible!” Pamela hissed. “Maud, you saw me!”


“Yes, I did,” Maud said, straightening Pamela’s smock. Bending down further to murmur in her ear, she breathed, “Pamela, your mother might have a hard time believing you are as special as you are. She has problems of her own, and she’s worried if people hear of this they might shun . . . you. But remember—I saw you fly.” Maud stood up straight and said loudly, “Now, go in, she wants to talk to you.”


Maud gave her a quick squeeze of the shoulder and guided her into the bathroom, closing the door behind her. Pamela could hear her walking to her room.


Lolling in the only bathtub in the house, Mother had a damp cloth over her eyes, her face coated with some sort of pink mud. Her opaque body was barely seen under the surface of the water; dried rosebuds, herbs, and orange blossoms covered the bathwater and perfumed the room.


“Mother, did Maud tell you—” Pamela started.


“She most certainly did,” Mother said, snatching off the eye cloth, her rose-colored face mask cracking as she sat up. Her naturally wavy, light brown hair was tied up in rags for curls, and care had been taken to keep the clay mask away from her eyes and hair.


Pamela stared at Mother’s oval face, the round circles of clay cracking over her cheeks and her small, pointed nose. She must have been taking her cough medicine again, as her blue eyes were filled with the little red lines she got when she took it. Mother stared back at her and shook her head.


“Why, Pamela, why?” she murmured. “Why do I see so little of myself in you?” Mother’s knees went up to her chest, and she motioned for Pamela to take the pitcher off the stand next to the tub and rinse her back.


As bits of blossoms and buds washed away, Mother took handfuls of water to dissolve the mud on her face.


“How many times have I told you, Pamela, no one is to know about the fanciful scenes you think you see. Your visions would be considered odd by a few, strange to most, and terrifying to everyone else. Keep them to yourself.”


Pamela stood with the empty pitcher next to her mother’s back, unsure of what to do or say next. She sat on the stool and tried to keep from crying.


“Mother, you know how in church they say you can fly to planets?”


“Only blessed people who study the Swedenborgian religion can fly,” Mother replied, taking a towel and standing. Streams of flowery water gushed down her legs. “And this is only after years of study. It is true that our founding father visited the moon, Mercury, Jupiter, and Mars, and spoke with the human angels there. But you didn’t fly tonight, Pamela.”


“Well,” Pamela said, looking down as her mother changed into her robe. “Maybe I didn’t fly. Maybe I only floated.”


Mother came over and lifted Pamela’s head up with her damp hands. “It is possible, Pamela, that your mind fell asleep for a minute in the world of the spirits. These are the spirits that help you to the afterlife. Maybe they are trying to help you find your heavenly path.”


“What is Heaven like, Mother?” Pamela asked, trying to slow the release of Mother’s hands on her face. It was no use. Mother’s hands dropped and she sat before her mirror, putting a thick, gooey white cream on her face.


“Ah, Heaven!” Mother murmured. “Heaven will be a grand ball. I will dance my magic slippers off, so don’t mourn for me!”


“Will all our relatives be in Heaven?” Pamela asked.


Mother held up a fingerful of cream. “Well, your father’s father might not, as mighty as he was. He was not particularly good to us.”


“Will you be there? Will Father and Maud?” Pamela asked, standing behind her mother, almost putting a hand on her shoulder.


“If we play our cards right, we will,” Mother answered. “Speaking of Maud, I want you to do well with your piece tonight. Her father is a very important man, so don’t disappoint us.”


It hadn’t occurred to Pamela that Captain Gonne would be there in the parlor.


Mother had said that Captain Gonne was more like a father to their family than their real ones. In fact, Pamela knew her first voyage as a baby was not to sail back to New York to meet the Smiths or Colmans of Brooklyn, but to visit Captain Gonne and his family in Paris.


“Is Captain Gonne going to be a mayor in Paris like Grandfather Smith was in Brooklyn?” Pamela asked.


“No, Captain Gonne is a military diplomat born to a fortune and speaks six languages. Your father’s father spoke only one language—climbing out of poverty and remaining out of it.”


“Is that bad?” Pamela asked, putting her finger in her mother’s face cream jar.


“Not necessarily,” Mother answered, dusting powder over her shoulders. “Cyrus Porter Smith was ambitious, I’ll give him that. A lawyer, senator, builder of subways and ferries. And he finally got what he wanted to be: mayor of Brooklyn. But he didn’t love art, and he certainly wasn’t fond of me. Enough. Let’s concentrate on tonight. You do know your lines?”


“Yes,” Pamela said in a small voice. “Mother, what does ‘adulterous’ mean?”


Her mother’s hand stilled the feather puff full of powder. “Why, it means being an adult.”


“I thought so,” Pamela said. “And who will be here tonight?”


“In addition to Maud and Captain Gonne, your father’s employers, Mr. Nicholas and Mr. Culshaw, and some of their artists. Hopefully, one of them can accompany me on the piano. Now, go downstairs and have your supper. You’ll be in the parlor at seven o’clock.”
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A roar of laughter from the guests inside the parlor made Pamela’s heart thump. She stood in the hallway by the door awaiting her cue, the curls Maud had styled now sitting on her head like rolled lumps of felt. At least her dress was still clean after dinner. She gazed at the floor where she had set her toy theatre.


On her first visit to her father’s store, Pamela had been given a welcome gift by the owners, Mr. Nicholas and Mr. Culshaw. Nicholas and Culshaw owned the most popular interior design shop in Manchester, and Father was their new accountant. Their gift was a toy theatre, a replica of the local playhouse, the Theatre Royal Manchester. Mr. Nicholas told her that twenty years ago, a famous London actor, Henry Irving, started out there. The gift included a paper doll of Mr. Irving, with a somewhat large nose and high forehead, and two other cutouts, one of a handsome young man and a beautiful young woman.


For tonight’s entertainment, Pamela had decided to perform the play The Cup, using the three cutouts in her toy theatre.


The parlor door opened, she picked up the theatre, and Pamela’s mother ushered her into the crowded room. Maud and her father sat on one couch, Mr. Nicholas and Mr. Culshaw on the other. The six designers who created the wallpaper and paint for the store sat in chairs around the room. One stood and brought Mother back to sit next to him. Father gave her a small wave as he bit his lip.


After putting the miniature theatre down on the table in the center of the floor, Pamela stood in front of the guests, her knees knocking together.


“A short play, The Cup by Alfred Tennyson.”


She knelt down and from one wing of the miniature theatre, she extended a paper doll attached to a wooden stick.


“Here is the Galatian noblewoman, Camma,” Pamela announced.


She then slid out the paper doll of the handsome man so that they stood side by side. “Here is her husband, Sinnatus.”


In a voice that she hoped sounded like a noblewoman, Pamela recited:




Oh, Sinnatus, Let in the happy distance, and that all


But cloudless heaven which we have found together


In our three married years!





Leaving the two paper dolls to lean against one another center stage, Pamela slid out the third doll. This was the Henry Irving look-alike, which had a knife attached to his paper hand. The Sinnatus paper doll glided over to the intruder. In as low a voice as Pamela could muster as Sinnatus, she continued.




Synorix, Adulterous dog!





Mother groaned from her chair as Synorix, the Henry Irving doll, knocked Sinnatus down. Pamela mimicked stabbing sounds as Sinnatus turned over and over. Sounds of muffled laughter from the guests reached Pamela’s ears, and her face burned but she carried on. Camma leaned over the fallen Sinnatus, and the paper doll shook with weeping. The murderer Synorix took center stage.




Camma for my bride—


The people love her—if I win her love,


They too will cleave to me, as one with her.


There then I rest, Rome’s tributary king.


Marry me.





Pamela hooked a paper cup over Camma’s hand.




I have no fears of this second marriage. Drink


From this wedding cup.





Pamela made drinking sounds.




It’s poisoned.





Both dolls fell over dead.




The End.





The room exploded with sounds of applause. Mr. Nicholas and Mr. Culshaw made their way to her, patted her on the head, and then showed the other guests the theatre’s detachable roof. Maud was by her side giving her a kiss on the cheek, and soon the rest of the designers lined up to congratulate her.


Captain Gonne, in his dark blue military uniform, came up to her and kissed her hand.


“Well done, Miss Smith. A lot can be told in a few lines,” he said in a very proper English accent.


“Twelve lines,” Pamela answered. “And I said them all correctly.”


Mother rubbed her arm and Father smiled, and raised up his hands in applause. Before Pamela could ask to stay longer, the maid picked up her theatre and she was escorted to the door. The maid and the cook brought her up to her bedroom on the third floor, the cook leaving some of the biscuits handed out to the revelers earlier. As soon as she was helped into her nightdress, they both went downstairs.


Pamela lay in bed listening to Maud sing as the piano played along. She fell asleep for a while and woke up. Her bedroom was too dark, so she tiptoed to the door to prop it open. Light from the gas lamp in the hallway spilled in, and the room seemed warmer.


The toy theatre had been placed on her bedside table, and she stopped to examine it before hopping back into bed. She took her fingers and traced the theatre’s four gray pillars in front and the sloping windows on the side. Good job, theatre. If you were a puppy, you’d be panting after your showing tonight, thought Pamela. She reached out to pat it as another gale of laughter rose from downstairs. Tomorrow Maud would have to tell her everything that had gone on.


Pamela gazed out the window next to her bed. Wisps of clouds stretched past the pitted, pearl moon. There seems to be so much magic on the other side trying to press itself in tonight. There were no signs of flying spirits. Was Nera still out there looking for the thieves who’d stolen the crown of Bruin?


Maybe she could fly to meet him. She gathered her nightgown around her so that her legs were free and waddled to the end of the bed, facing the headboard. Dropping her nightgown’s skirt, she held out her arms and lifted one foot off the bed’s edge, circling it.


The clock struck two. She took a deep breath and started to lift her other foot. Instead of floating, she fell headfirst on her bed, her arm hitting the bedside table. The miniature theatre crashed to the floor. She rushed down to see it. In the half-light, she realized the toy had broken completely in half. The stage section lay one way, and the audience seats lay another. The roof had tumbled under her bed. She lay there stunned for a moment, and before she knew it, she was crying, holding the mangled roof and the two sections together. She gathered all the broken pieces and put them on her bed.


Placing the roof on her pillow and one section on either side of her, she cradled herself into the interior of her Theatre Royal Manchester.


I can sleep inside my own theatre. She curled up, holding both pieces of her theatre as tenderly as a broken doll. Sleep came to her as sweet notes of beige; it tasted of cream and soothed her hot tears. The scarlet seats from the miniature theatre purred like a cat, curling up beside her.












CHAPTER TWO DARLING OF THE GALLERY GIRLS
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“Don’t you think, Guv’nor, a few rays of the moon might fall on me? Shines equally, you know, on the just and unjust.”


Terriss’s voice rang loud and clear from a darkened section of the Lyceum Theatre Stage.


Standing in the spotlight center stage, Henry Irving, six-foot-two-inches tall in a shoulder-length black wig and black mustache, glared at the invisible person speaking to his right. Wearing black satin breeches with white silk stockings, an embroidered beige vest, a red jacket with black lapels, and a white fringed sash, Henry’s costume seemed to radiate in the light. He lit the cigarette he held, then blew the smoke into his bright circle of limelight and extinguished the match. His face was set in a cold fury. Then he quickly burst out laughing. Directing his remarks to the limelight operator, he boomed, “We will share limelight. Refocus, please?”


The members of the theatre company sitting in the house started laughing. It was rare to see their leader react like this. Terriss was one of the few actors who could talk to the Great Man that way; Irving loved his frankness. He always called him by his last name, Terriss, a sign he remembered him among the throng of his employees. Terriss was also one of the few men that Henry socialized with outside the theatre’s walls.


The Corsican Brothers starred Henry, double-cast as the fair-minded twins, Fabien and Louis, while Terriss played Chateau-Renard, the villain. In this scene Louis was dueling with Chateau-Renard in the forest of Fontainebleau as a light snow fell on the ground. The single set piece was a huge tree. As the limelight widened out, Terriss slowly appeared in his Chateau-Renard costume: a blonde wig, elaborate cravat, lace-cuffed shirt, and handsome frock coat. He tapped the floor with his sword and gently began to parry with Henry, singing softly under his breath. The female extras in the company raced up to the highest gallery in the house, the “gods” as they called it, and squealed with delight as the sword fight began.


William Terriss, “Breezy Bill,” was a wandering spirit who couldn’t be held down to one profession or one partner. The “Darling of the Gallery Girls” had been a tea planter in Bengal, sheep farmer in the Falkland Islands, midshipman at sea, and horse breeder in Kentucky. Terriss was willing to chance all, living his life to the fullest. His luxuriant head of hair, tall athletic build, and sincere genial manner made him popular wherever he might go, and he might go at any moment. The girls in the gallery whispered to one another that he was a vanishing breed—a true adventurer.


“Remember that day he showed up at the theatre soaking wet?” one extra whispered. “Miss Terry teased him, ‘Is it raining out there, Bill?’ And he only smiled back at her and went on his way to prepare for the show. I found a few days later he had jumped into the Thames River to save a girl from drowning and had had no time to go home to change his clothes.”


Another girl sighed. “Robin Hood, Romeo, that’s what he should play here. He’s my idea of a matinee idol.”


But it was Henry Irving’s company and Henry was the star. Henry had been under contract at the Lyceum Theatre for eight years with the American-born Hezekiah Bateman. In 1875, almost twenty years ago, Henry convinced Bateman to produce The Bells. With that play Henry won great acclaim, and soon after Bateman died, leaving Henry to buy out the widow to run and manage the Lyceum Theatre.


The Lyceum Theatre was a huge auditorium that had yet to turn a profit in decades and was in urgent need of renovations. Henry had to start from scratch and build his company from the ground up with actors like William Terriss and Ellen Terry, an actress Henry had been in love with for years. These actors were the magic of Henry Irving’s Lyceum Theatre, with help from Henry’s innovative ideas for stagecraft and lighting. And with Henry playing all the leads, of course.


A roar went up from the house as Terriss’s sword cut through to brush the fringe of Henry’s white sash. The sword fight choreography displayed both men’s characteristic tendencies, as Terriss came out swinging. Terriss was all sunny disposition and a man’s man, but Henry Irving, with his bowed legs and long face, had an exacting demeanor—a choirmaster whose moves resembled an attacking crab. Terriss’s advances were like an unbridled dog, full of energy and attack. Henry’s parries were more elegant and studied, with a sudden display of back and forth when his adversary turned his back.


Now the stage was properly lit, and the sword fight continued. Henry switched swords to his secret sword, the one the fight master had given him. This had a cavalry hilt, outfitted with an épée blade; it was solid, yet flexible enough for complicated moves. For a month, both men had been coached by the exacting Mr. Bertrand, an award-winning swordsman. Terriss had his own sword fashioned after the Armoury of the Council of Ten in Venice, a showy sword, its hilt designed to form a heart pierced by an arrow. But he didn’t have a backup trick sword.


As Terriss’s villain squared off with Henry’s hero, both men kicked stage snow out of their way for this last parry. Chateau-Renard charged and then jumped up to grab a tree branch. Swinging from the limb, he kicked Louis’s shoulder, propelling him into the prop snow pile. As he dropped down from the tree, Louis rose up from the snow and with a grand leap stabbed Chateau-Renard in the heart. As the death throes ebbed, he stood over Terriss’s body and made a sign of the cross.


The company in the house broke into applause as Terriss playfully removed the sword embedded in his chest’s padding and handed it to Henry. “Here. I know how you are about this sword.”


Henry looked down at him. “Was that enough moonlight, Terriss?”


[image: images]


At the tavern afterwards, Terriss and Henry joined a group of odd-looking men sitting around the remains of the hearth’s fire. It was the height of fashion for beards to resemble the Prince of Wales’s own goatee. However, this group of men were mostly free of facial hair. Older men usually wore the old-fashioned “door knocker” beard of Charles Dickens, not the shorn chins of Oscar Wilde or Henry Irving.


This clique of men first met while having drinks at the Covent Garden Tavern after shows two years ago. They eventually evolved into the Freemasons of Jerusalem Lodge No. 197. The Masons’ insistence on secrecy and lack of an official religion lured many members. They wanted to belong to a community where no one would repress them. The membership of the elite men’s clubs was usually dependent on recommendations by fellow aristocrats. This was a gathering of men who wanted a spiritual yet not religious brotherhood, with no aristocrats clamoring to belong—at least, not yet.


And it was a refuge for the two actors who had interests outside the world of theatre. Here they met men who were writers, doctors, attorneys. (Women were not allowed, but as they didn’t have the vote yet, some men did not feel their influence to be of much importance.) Besides, in this new era of the 1880s, the men wanted to cultivate literature and drama on “a tankard and a chop,” and the delicate sex might impede the blunt talk they felt was a man’s prerogative. William Terriss, David James, Walter Joyce, H.B. Farne, Henry Irving: all were up-and-coming men from the working class who were engaged in the arts or other intellectual labor. And in this group, William Terriss had been the lifeblood of this particular gathering from the beginning. Men who hadn’t taken the risks to leave the country to try to make a fortune listened in awe to his stories of his many varied careers.


Surrounded by half a dozen men, “Breezy Bill” told of his disastrous adventure in the United States trying to breed racehorses. The remains of a chop or a pie lay in front of most of them as they smoked, listening in rapt attention, as Terriss stood in front of them with a glass of cheap beer.


“Yes, it was quite the ‘vacation,’” Terriss drawled. “This American businessman had convinced me to move with my wife, and with our little Ellaline, just a year old. We made the voyage and settled in a place called Lexington. On my arrival, I thought about joining a Masonic lodge and it’s a good thing I did, for after a while I found that I had spent every last dollar saved to start my business. I became quite good at working a rope, but I could not master the art of making money at this and after a while, I realized we were down to our last dollar, not even enough to get home in steerage. A Mr. Oliver at the Masonic lodge heard of my misfortunes and asked to see my skill at roping a horse. I went out to the paddock, and he picked out the most uncivilized horse of them all. I managed, however, to rope the beast and at that, Mr. Oliver gave me fare to travel steerage back with the words, ‘Pay me back when you can, my boy. Godspeed and God bless you.’”


Walter Joyce teased, “And you never saw him again.”


Terriss replied, “I haven’t seen him yet, but you can be sure I will someday. I took the little money I had saved back here in England and sent all I borrowed from him within twenty hours on our arrival. What a man! That’s a lesson learned, I tell you!”


Henry added, “And that is the best of brotherhood, to be of service to one another.”


Walter Joyce joked, “Would that be a request for a good review for your Corsican Brothers, Mr. Irving?”


Henry winked at the newspaperman. “I’ve learned that salting the good and bad reviews together makes for a much livelier box office.”


The men all laughed, as this was a strictly pro-Irving gathering, unlike those who found him old-fashioned or controversial. Meeting with people like this group of men outside the immediate circle of theatre was a breath of fresh air to Henry. And the purpose and aim of their newly founded group, to be of service and action to one another, was something he was trying to instill in the theatre community. Or so it was said. Friendships forged in the struggle of building a theatre sometimes did not flourish when the venture flourished. There were no unions, agents, or managers for the common worker, in theatre or not.


Big Ben struck the bells for two, and the men stretched and reached for their coats, hats, and walking sticks. Once out on the uneven cobblestone streets, they wobbled and laughed at one another.


As they staggered out of the tavern and looked up at the foggy, ink-yellow sky, the vegetable carts for Covent Garden rolled down the street. Children who tended the stalls perched on the loads, looking like sleepy owls, jostled by the swaying but remaining upright. The tipsy men watched as the convoy rambled along, the horses’ clomping echoing into the night.


A rumble of thunder boomed.


All at once, a huge lightning bolt etched across the sky, splitting in half right above them, followed by a terrific clap of thunder. The horses whinnied, one rearing up and only just restrained by the driver. Dogs barked from all quarters. Out of the sky, from where the lightning had forked, a burnt ebony stick, shaped like a wand, fell at Henry Irving’s feet.
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