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Prologue


UPSTATE NEW YORK, OCTOBER 1920


With a twist of my fingers, I can raise the dead.


Watch me work in the darkness, going through a stack of newsprint photographs, cutting out faces and arranging them on the table. My fingers move quickly, acting from the memories baked deep in my muscles. I glue a face and a swirl of cotton to a black-painted board, and just like that, a ghost is formed.


Enough to fool people, anyway.


I hold my creation up to be judged. Sometimes my younger brother, John, stands behind me and clucks in approval; other times he adds little comments like, Her head don’t look right, or, You cut that one sloppy.


He’s always right.


I move on, and when I look over my shoulder, I see John’s sunken eyes in the candlelight, and I think he looks more like a ghost than any of the ones I create.


He coughs until he shakes, and I rub his back to settle him.


“Breathe, John.”


“I’m all right. Keep working.”


My camera is as thin as a book when closed, and I unhook the side and extend the bellows like an accordian. I light the lantern’s wick and move it close, so the face is exposed, then turn the lens until the blur is right.


Things look magical out of focus.


Click. The shutter opens long enough to soak in a hint of light and the first exposure is made on a plate of photographic glass, just enough for the imagination to work.


Out in the hall, I hear Mr. Spencer’s speech, polished from hundreds of performances:


“Come, oh spirit! Descend upon this room! Join us for a moment on this side.”


I mouth along, can tell when he’s been drinking by the rhythm of the words.


When the time is right, I open the small door and deliver a package to Mr. Spencer. My dark hair and clothes blend into the background. I’m never even seen.


By the time he slides it into his camera the con is finished and—


Click.


The second exposure is made in the studio, this one lit by a flash.


“The camera will never leave your sight,” Mr. Spencer says to the woman. “There are some who doubt the truth of what I do, but we know better. Make no mistake, your husband is here with us right now. Surely you feel his spirit reaching out to you. Follow me, we’ll develop it together.”


He charges ten dollars a photo, by appointment only. It seems expensive, but Mr. Spencer tells me they’re rich folk, except they don’t look it to me.


“Never leave my side. I want you to know this is real,” Mr. Spencer says.


Real. Mr. Spencer says the word over and over, as if repeating it will make it so. And maybe if you tell yourself a story enough times, you really can believe it. Maybe the lies we tell ourselves are the strongest kind, the kind that makes you ignore all the signs pointing at the truth.


Time passes, and from the darkroom I hear a shriek of joy as the woman sees an image appear on glass, watching as a ghost comes rising from the dead, almost like her husband was never really gone.


I smile. My work was good.


The days turn into weeks in this town—the eighteenth place we’ve been since we started living with Mr. Spencer—and John and I go through more papers and take more photos, always dressed in dark clothes and hidden away in closets or back rooms. We’re ghost children that hide in the shadows.


Cut, cut, cut.


Glue, glue, glue.


Click, click, click.


When it’s dark, we lie on a narrow mattress in the back room. I always sleep, dreamless, with John’s body wrapped in my arms, like we did when we were back home. One soul in two bodies, our parents used to say, before the sickness took them.


I hold him tighter. John breathes heavy, but I think he’s getting better. Maybe that’s another story that I want to believe.


Some nights I think about what we’re doing and wonder if it’s bad. But I do it for him, and that’s all that matters. I’ll say anything if it keeps him with me.


My name is Liza Carroll. I’m twelve years old.


My brother, John, is ten.


Don’t believe anything I say.
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Runaway


Our cab bounces over a dirt road. The grass along it is long and wet with morning dew. It’s cold, and through the windows I can see the horses snorting white steam. The inside of the cab smells like wax and the stale vapors of Mr. Spencer’s drink. He’s sleeping again, even though it’s morning and the sun is beating through the window and the grassy hills are a radiant yellow. He sleeps a lot, and his hands shake. More than a tremble, more than last year.


John coughs and leans into my arm.


“Where we goin’ now?” he asks.


“Don’t know.”


“Don’t he tell you nothing?”


“Doesn’t,” I correct him. I lean into his face and whisper, “And you know he doesn’t tell me anything.”


John smiles. He’s small for his age, and his eyes remind me of our mother’s.


“Well, where were we before?”


“New York,” I answer, though we were far away from the city with tall buildings I’d seen in books.


He sits up and peers out the window.


“Sun’s that way, so we’re heading south. You reckon we’re in Florida by now?”


“That’s too far. We’re probably still in New York. It’s a big state.”


“Quiet, Liza,” Mr. Spencer says, kicking his foot against our seat. He licks his lips and crosses his hands over his chest. “We’re going to Pennsylvania.”


I don’t know how long he’s been listening to us.


Pennsylvania, John mouths, smiling at me.


I think back to what Mr. Spencer told me last night.


“Where we’re going is the jewel of the east,” he had said. I could see his shadow blocking out the sliver of moonlight under the door. “A hidden gold mine. Riches beyond our grandest dreams if we can prove ourselves. Their endorsement will mean steady work wherever we go. Don’t ruin it, Liza.”


John stares into my eyes, seeming to read my thoughts. His head bounces up and down with the movement of the cab.


“What else did he tell you?” he asks.


It’s hard to remember. He said other things to me, but I didn’t listen to him, just repeated, Don’t ruin it, Liza, until the words lost their meaning.


“Nothing,” I whisper.


We’ve been with Mr. Spencer for nearly three years now, and the man is still a mystery to me. He’s our closest living relative according to the courts, first cousin to our father. He’s a liar and a fraud, but I think the biggest con he ever pulled was convincing the judge he was a respectable adult, able to take care of children. He presents himself well in small bits, and I admit I was taken in, too, by this thin man in the black suit, long gray beard and hair combed right down the middle with thick grease.


“I will teach you business,” he said that first day as soon as we were out of the courthouse and back out on the street, drawing out the word like a hissing snake.


Mr. Spencer was a photographer then, much as he is now, and a rotten one at that, though it paid for his way of life. Those were the days you could call yourself a photographer just by owning a camera, and he happened to have two identical ones, which I always guessed he stole from a shop or won in a card game.


He didn’t have an eye for proper photography—his landscapes were poorly framed, and his portraits were blurry and dark, which is probably why it’s come to this, cheating people out of their money for our photographs.


Now, we ride on to our next stop, where a fresh batch of people are waiting.


We’ve been traveling all through the night, first in a small carriage out of the city and then on a train that took us in tunnels carved through mountains and out into rolling farmlands. When the train stopped, a horse-drawn cab was waiting for us at the station, and it’s almost like we’ve stepped back in time, far away from the cities and towns we’ve traveled to before.


We didn’t stay long in that last place. Things always go bad eventually, no matter where we go. Someone calls Mr. Spencer a fraud and then others join in, daring him to take a picture with equipment they provide, before I can do my work. Mr. Spencer refuses, of course. He makes up some excuse, and we pack our bags before they chase us out of town with sticks and guns and unchristian words. I’m good at sensing when something’s about to go wrong, can feel it in my stomach like a pot of boiling water, and things were starting to bubble. I think of the man in the alleyway who approached me and John. Are you with Mr. Spencer? I just have some questions, he said.


That’s always how it starts. Some questions.


Through the window of the cab, the trees sink behind us. It doesn’t look like anyone’s following us, and Mr. Spencer seems to know what I’m thinking.


“That detective is far behind us,” he says. His eyes are open now and staring through me. “We don’t have to worry about him anymore. Did he see you?”


“No,” I lie. What’s his secret? the man yelled before John and I ran and hid.


“Are you sure?”


“I promise.”


I itch in my black dress, and John closes his eyes as the cab rattles on. We travel for hours, moving over giant hills and through lanes surrounded by trees until we get to uneven roads that lead to fields peppered with small farms and barns.


When the sun is higher in the sky, it hits the window just right and the inside of the cab starts to heat up. I wish I didn’t need to wear this awful dress, but this time is different. This time he can’t let on that he knows me. Stop number nineteen.


Mr. Spencer knocks on the side of the cab and tells the driver to stop.


“You remember the plan?” he asks me.


“Same story as in Lansing?”


Mr. Spencer nods. “You’re a runaway. But don’t talk so much this time. You can never keep your stories straight.”


I nod, thinking back to the directions he whispered to me through the door, before we ran in the dead of night.


He opens the cab door, and I hop outside and open the trunk. My brown suitcase is wedged between Mr. Spencer’s case and the side of the cab. It’s a big old thing, and it takes me three strong tugs to get it out.


The horses kick in place, impatient.


“Bye, Liza,” John says. He has tears in his eyes, and I feel bad leaving him alone with Mr. Spencer.


“Don’t cry, silly, I’ll be there real soon. You won’t forget me, will you?”


He smiles and mouths, I love you.


I love you, too, I mouth back.


“Go that way,” Mr. Spencer whispers, mindful of the driver’s attention. He waves his hand like a hatchet toward the woods of red and orange trees. “We’re four miles out, maybe five. You’ll know it when you see it. Biggest house around. Wait until the sun is going down. I should be settled in by then.”


He knocks again. The driver whips the reins, and the horses start to pull. I blow a kiss to John, and the driver looks at me with a raised eyebrow, but he knows better than to ask questions. He’s been paid not to. The cab moves on, down the road until it’s little more than a dot.


I’m alone now, and I let the silence sink in, listen to the birds and rustling leaves.


Slinking into the woods, I catch my dress on a thorny vine, and it leaves a long rip down the side. I circle back, run through the thorns again, watch as the small spikes tear the silk fabric and cut the skin across my knee. Blood runs down my leg.


Would the girl that owned this dress before me ever notice it was gone? Probably not. She had dozens in the dresser, and she never saw me sneak into her room. Anyway, she’s far away now. I take one more trip through the thorns until I’m thoroughly scraped, and then I keep walking, watching the sun, heading in the direction Mr. Spencer pointed.


It’s been so long since I’ve eaten, and my whole body tingles. Some berries grow from a bush, but I know better than to eat them. I grab a few and squish them between my fingers, smear the red on my cheeks and wipe the remainder through my hair.


Deeper in the woods, there’s a stream surrounded by poison ivy. Mother told me how to spot it by counting the leaves, and I carefully step around it and through the water, but my legs start itching all the same.


“It’s all in your mind,” I say out loud. It feels good to hear something out in this silence.


I have time to waste, so I sit on the bank and run my toes in the cold water and watch for animals deep in the woods. I see a rabbit hopping over twigs, and the dark tail of some bigger creature running away from me. I have a brief thought of being eaten alive, torn apart by a pack of ravenous wolves. Mr. Spencer wouldn’t ever think of me again, I’d bet. John’s the only one in the world who would care, and what would Mr. Spencer do with him if I wasn’t there? I’m the only one keeping him alive.


More rustling comes from the trees, so I press on. The woods look the same in every direction. I can’t see the road anymore. Which way did I come? Mr. Spencer said it was four miles out, but I don’t know how far I’ve gone, and how would he know, anyway? I’ve never heard him mention Pennsylvania in his stories, so I suspect he’s never been here. I force myself to breathe.


Don’t ruin it, Liza. Don’t ruin it.


The stream must lead somewhere, so I walk beside it, and by the time I break out of the woods, I’m good and dirty and I have a bunch of small rips on my dress. The blood on my knee has dried a dark red all the way down to my ankle.


There’s a hill of long grass to the right and I scale it, digging my feet into the earth. My suitcase is heavy, and I pass the handle back and forth between my hands when one side starts to hurt. The sun is high in the sky and I’m tired, but there’s still a long wait until it’s dark and I can make my appearance.


Following the dirt road, I see a small lane branching off through pokeweed, leading to a barn surrounded by long wooden fences. Cows graze around and chew and sleep.


There’s no one around. Maybe that’s a good place for a runaway to hide.










The Hidden Place


Inside, the barn is dark and musty and smells so bad that I cough and cover my face with my hand. A barrel full of tools sits by the door, and there’s a dirty shovel propped into a pile of straw. The stalls are all empty, and there’s a loft on the far side.


I sit down in a corner and rest my suitcase between my legs. It’s the only nice thing I have, all brown and leather, with brass along the edges. I flip the latches open and push aside my small selection of clothes to reveal a tan bottom, though if you measured the depth on the inside and the size of the outside, you’d know the numbers don’t add up. I rub my fingers along the side, feel for the seams, and pry it up to reveal the secret compartment, a few inches deep.


I scan the contents, making sure everything’s there. The camera, my knives, cotton and glue, the black-painted board, a book of matches, a spool of string, a stack of yellowed photographs, along with other odds and ends I’ve stolen along the way.


I take everything out, refold, rearrange, count the pieces as if some of it might disappear if I don’t check it again and again. Maybe I should try to sleep. I didn’t get much of it last night, not on the noisy train or in the rattling cab. The barn floor is hard, but I arrange a pile of straw and circle it like a dog, trying to find a way to get—


“Freeze,” a voice says.


Out of the loft, a boy’s head rises. His eyes are wide like two little moons, and his yellow hair is as stiff and unkempt as the straw pile. He points a BB gun at me.


“What’re you doin’ here?” he asks, trying to make his voice sound deeper than it is.


I slide my suitcase behind me and stand.


“Good day,” I say, as pleasant as I can muster.


“Who are you?” He cocks the gun.


“Is that a Daisy rifle?” I ask, unfazed by his threat. His aim is off, and he can’t hold his hands steady.


“Markham,” he says, looking down at the name on the stock, and I start climbing the ladder.


“Stop it!”


“Oh, you’re not going to shoot me, and we both know it.”


I pull myself onto the loft and he backs up, holding the gun across his chest like a shield. Now that I’m closer I realize he’s as old as me, though he’s shorter and skinnier. He has a thin face and kind eyes, though he tries hide that.


“Do you live here, or are you running away too?” I ask.


He blinks, stunned at the question.


“Running away? You’re a runaway?” he asks, lowering his voice.


“Didn’t I just say that?”


I sit down, stretch out my legs like I own the place and he’s the one that’s visiting.


“Where you runnin’ from?” he asks.


“Florida,” I say, mainly because that’s the first state on my mind.


“Ain’t that far away?”


“It is, but I hopped a train and rode it north. Been wandering around for days, looking for a spot to stay. Where’s this?”


“Pennsylvania,” he says, sitting across from me, a snake enchanted by the charmer’s flute. “Right outside of Glensboro. You came all this way on your own?”


“So what if I did?” I say, stepping closer, waving my hand at the gun. “Let me see that.”


He doesn’t oblige.


“What was in that case of yours?” he asks, and suddenly I feel exposed, like all my secrets are there to be pulled apart and displayed for his greedy eyes.


“Nothing. Just some clothes and other things. Whatever I managed to take from home ’fore I ran away.”


“Looked like you had a knife,” he says.


I cluck my tongue.


“That’s my Hidden Place. Isn’t a girl allowed to have some secrets?” I ask, and try to change the topic of conversation. “What’s your name?”


“George,” he says. “You?”


“Violet,” I tell him. My mother’s name. “What are you doing out here with a gun?”


“Shooting,” he says, and on cue, a gray bird flaps its wings against the barn ceiling and settles on the edge of a triangle-shaped window. “They leave a mess all over the floor, and Pa says I either got to deal with them with my gun or clean it up with the mop.”


George props the gun on the loft rail and hunches over. He squints his eye and holds his breath, exhales and squeezes the trigger. The shot is off by a foot, and the bird flaps and flies out the window and away.


I start laughing and George’s face turns red. He stares at me with his mouth hanging wide open.


“You made me miss!”


“Did not. You got as much aim as a baby.”


He thrusts the gun at me and nods at a small target he has set up in the corner.


“You try to hit the center, then, if you think it’s so easy,” he says, but I shake my head.


“I’m not much for guns. It’s not ladylike.”


He eyes my torn dress and bloody leg.


“Ladylike,” he says with a laugh. “Can’t see you being too concerned with that.”


“You don’t know a thing about me.”


“Then tell me.”


I lean against the railing and cross my legs, realizing I have a fresh audience for my imagination.


“Let’s see. Well, I snuck out in the dead of night. It was freezing cold, and—”


“It was cold in Florida?”


“Sometimes,” I say. “We lived farther up north.”


He nods, as if that’s a good enough explanation.


“A train passed behind our house, same time every evening. I could hear it all the way across the swamp. I fought my way through, keeping an eye out for alligators, until I found the tracks. I waited until I could hear it coming, then I started to run, hoping I could catch it before it passed me.”


“It must have been going pretty fast.”


“It was,” I say. “But I made it. Ran with all my might and barely grabbed hold of the last car’s handle. You’ll never guess what I saw inside when I pulled myself in.”


“What?” he asks, spellbound.


“A whole group of drifters. Dozens of them. Men, mostly, and a few women down on their luck. They travel on trains all across the country, you know.”


“Wow,” George says.


“They were nice. We ate cans of cold food and sang songs all through the night. I wanted to get far away from home, so I stayed with them until we got to—”


What state is above Florida?


“—until we got to another state. I hopped off and set up camp in the woods. Lived there for a time, drinking from streams and eating fruit from the trees, going into town to steal whatever I could. And that’s when I saw it—the circus. It had just pulled in and was looking for help, so I told them I’ll do any job they want. Shoveling elephant dung. Cleaning the lion cage. I didn’t care by that point. Well, the one circus man takes one look at me and says, ‘You seem about the right size to be an acrobat, have you ever—’”


“You ain’t telling the truth.”


“What do you know about anything, George? You ever leave this town in your whole life?”


He looks down his legs.


“So . . . did you join them?”


“For a while. It was good while it lasted. We went from town to town, and they were teaching me lots of things. Said I could be the best acrobat in the world if I kept it up, but I don’t much trust circus types. Guess if I knew what was waiting for me after, I might have stuck it out.”


“Really? What happened next?”


George’s eyes are wide and innocent, and he’s caught in my web.


The story moves on to wild tales about my time picketing with the suffragettes, hitchhiking on highways, trips on riverboats, and the convent of nuns I escaped in Virginia. All of it’s made up of course, pieces of things I’d read in books or overheard from Mr. Spencer and his friends.


“So, what made you leave your home?” he asks, awestruck by my stories.


I move back in time, back when my mother and father were still alive, and John and I could play in the yard and run our hands through the flowers that lined the edge of the lake. I tell him about our house, the little school I went to, all the perfect days, one after the other. It’s still a story, but like most stories, contains a mixture of truth and lie. I tell him my parents died in a fire instead of the flu, and how I ran away before the court could take me to an orphanage.


“What happened to your brother?” he asks, interrupting me.


I pause for effect. “He died, too,” I say, stopping my story there. I was getting carried away, and it’s best not to tell him too much. “What about you?”


George tells me all about his three younger brothers and his dog and the little orange cat that hunts for birds in the garden. His voice is soft and smooth, and I like listening to it. He tells me about his school and his old teacher who whacks him on the ear whenever he gets an answer wrong, and how much he hates going and wishes he could be a runaway like me. I want to grab him, look him in the eyes, and tell him not to say a stupid thing like that. I want to tell him how lucky he is and how much I’d give to be able to go back to a time when school was all I had to worry about.


We sit in the loose straw for what feels like hours, and maybe it is, because the sun is lower in the sky now. Each day is getting shorter than the last.


George must trust me, because he slides a pile of straw to the side and lifts a board, revealing a secret compartment of his own.


“I have a Hidden Place, too,” he says, pulling out a metal box.


“What do you got there?”


“Treasures.”


“Well, go on, what’s inside?” I ask, and he hesitates to show me even though I can tell he wants to. Finally, he cracks it open and sorts through, holding stuff up piece by piece.


It’s just a bunch of old trash, mostly, scraps of paper and rusted metal pieces, funny-shaped rocks and old toys, but he handles each piece like it’s the most valuable thing in the world. There’s a pack of old, brown playing cards, a rusty pocketknife, some arrowheads, and a leather sack stuffed with fool’s gold. George has a story for everything, and I like listening to his adventures by the river and digging through mud under knotted trees.


“Oh! You have to see this!” he says, pulling out a metal tube. “Pa got this in town years ago but says it ain’t as good as his lamp, so he gave it to me.”


It’s shiny, and looks like the handle of a sword, except where the blade would be is a small disc of glass.


“What is it?”


He gives a mischievous grin and aims it into the corner of the loft. His thumb flicks a button and the end of the tube flashes light in a brilliant beam against the dark corner like Mr. Spencer’s camera flash, sending shadows of straw against the wall.


“Wow!” I say, and he switches it off. “Hey! Leave it on.”


“Can’t for more than a few seconds at a time,” he explains. “Burns out the bulb. It’s only good for quick flashes of light.”


“What’s it called?”


“Flashlight,” he says, and I laugh real hard at that because I think he’s making a joke, but then he points it at my face, switches it on, and bright spots appear in my vision. I fall over, laughing.


It’s nice to talk to someone other than John and Mr. Spencer.


“So, where you running away to, anyway?” George asks.


“The Silver Star Society.”


He looks at me, mouth open. I shouldn’t have told him.


“You ain’t really.”


I nod.


“Silver Star,” he whispers, like he’s in a trance.


“You’ve heard of it?”


“Yes.” George leans in, whispers, “They say people can talk to the dead there.”


“That so?”


“You shouldn’t go,” he says.


“Why not? I thought maybe I could ask my parents what they thought of my new life.”


I’m teasing him now, but the words get caught in my throat. What would my parents think? They’d probably tell me to stop lying, and they’d be pretty sad about how Mr. Spencer treats us, but I know they’d be proud of how I take care of John.


“I’m serious. Don’t go.”


“Are you scared, George?”


“No. Everyone knows that place is a fake. You’re best turning around right now. They trick people into thinking they can talk to ghosts, but there’s no such thing. Pastor says it’s evil stuff, and anyone that goes there is likely to get possessed by the devil.”


“You’re not making much sense,” I say. “Either it’s fake or it’s the work of the devil. It can’t be both.”


“Sure can,” he says, and how do I argue with that?


“You don’t know what you’re talking about, George. No one knows if ghosts are real.”


Except I do. They’re as real as the cotton and pictures hidden in my suitcase.


“Well, I know it’s a Spiritualist place, and Pa says it’s full of wicked people. He won’t let us go anywhere near it, even takes the longer route to church so we don’t see it when we cross the hill, and—”


“Which direction is it?” I ask, ready to end this conversation.


“That way.” He points. “Just a couple miles if you go through the woods.”


“I better be leaving, then,” I say, standing up and crawling down the ladder.


“Don’t go,” he says, poking his head up to peer down at me through the hole in the loft. “Whatever reason you want to talk to ghosts . . . it ain’t worth it.”


“I have to.”


“Will I see you again?” he asks, and I shake my head, smiling coyly.


“Not unless you visit the Silver Star Society. Ask for Liza if you’re brave enough.”


“Liza?” he says. “I thought you said your name was Violet.”


My face gets hot. I forgot about that. Mr. Spencer was right; I can’t keep my stories straight.


“Doesn’t matter what my name is,” I say, grabbing my suitcase and heading toward the door. “You can’t trust anything I say.”


“Well, who are you really?”


“Nobody,” I say. “I’m dead, George. Just a ghost.”


And I leave so fast that he probably thinks I’m telling the truth.










A Little Mystery


Treading through the long grass around the farm, I move far enough away from the road that I can hide in the weeds if I have to, and cut into the woods, walking in the direction George pointed.


A small dirt path leads me to a clearing where metal stars and ribbons hang from sticks planted deep in the ground. A stone cross sits in the center, with a star carved at the top and the name ELDRIDGE underneath it in tall letters. The stone is cracked and surrounded by flowers and folded pieces of paper. There are tree stumps around it, sliced at odd angles, pieces of them crumbling away from age and rot. I don’t know what this place is but I feel drawn to it. I step forward, and my ears start to buzz.


I trace my fingers along the mossy top of the stone, and shadows move in the woods. The sun has begun to set, and the golden rays cut through the branches of the surrounding trees, leaving little drops of light on the ground.
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In the mid-nineteenth century, a

religious movement called Spiritualism
spread across America. Spiritualists
believe that the living can communicate
with the dead.

Though it faded in popularity in the
beginning of the twentieth century, it
returned at the end of the First World
War and the emergence of the Spanish Flu
Pandemic, when many people were looking to
make a connection with their loved ones, no
matter the cost.

Though many mediums in the movement were
later revealed to be frauds, it is unknown

if any were telling the truth.
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