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to those on the other side
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Who watch over us, who reach to us during our darkest hours, 

who provide comfort and guidance when we listen, 

and patiently wait for us to cross over. 
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A cool autumn evening in St. Louis, MO

“This low lighting makes everyone look fabulous.” Kevin’s devilish grin reflected in a hand-carved pier mirror of a storied Victorian mansion’s entry way. He fit right into the home’s interior, dressed like a dashing Victorian gentleman, adorned in a late 1800’s reproduction mourning suit. 

“You’re going all the way, aren’t you?” Natalie laughed in the muted glow of an ornate gasolier overhead. Her nimble fingers fiddled with her black broach. The golden filigreed edges of the cameo glimmered against the black oval stone of the jewelry. It had been eight months since she’d moved into the glorious historical house Museum.

“Dapper enough, I’d say.” He faked a British accent and gave his silk ascot a fluff with a flourish. He looked every bit the responsible assistant director of the fully restored home.

“Indeed. Quite dandy.” She mimicked his faux tone. “You might catch the eye of that hot guy from Belle Cemetery that’s presenting in the library.”

They primped inside the majestic entry of the Cameron House Museum. Natalie, the institution’s new caretaker, was thoroughly enjoying the preparations of the evening’s candlelight mourning tour, done in the honor of the Museum’s original patriarch, Ronald Cameron. Shadows of the first arriving guests danced in the etched glass of the double doors of the foyer.

“Pot calling the kettle black? You’re looking quite gothic, although a little tarty with the red lipstick.”

“But I’m a merry widow.” Natalie returned his infectious smile.

“Alright then, chit chat time is over. Will you check that the volunteers on the second floor are in their proper places, please?”

“Of course, sir.” After a brief curtsy, Natalie whirled her wide-hooped widow’s dress around and headed upstairs.


__________


“One more room.” Natalie whispered to herself. The master bedroom floor of the house was serenely quiet in comparison to the growing crowd of attendees outside the front door. Her gown rustled as she climbed the thickly carpeted stairs towards the Cameron’s bedroom. She paused at the top for a hurried adjustment of her skirt, then Natalie passed through the gentleman’s side of the master suite.

“Oh, there you are.” A tall, sturdy woman leaned over the vanity and preened into the mirror while fixing her collar. “You must be the new girl. Would you please tighten the lacings of my gown?”

“Yes, of course.” Natalie crossed the opulent room to the widow. “I’d be delighted.”  

As she tugged at the sturdy cords, Natalie was impressed with the dress detail and tailoring, as if it had been made specifically for the Mourning Society member that was playing the Museum’s namesake matriarch, Viola Cameron. 

“There you are madam.” Natalie admired her skill while rubbing her hands for warmth. A peculiar cold enveloped her as she’d assisted the regal lady. “Ready?”

The woman tilted her chin as she tearfully gazed at Natalie through her reflection in the mirror. “Oh, young lady, one is never really ready for a moment like this.” Her southern lilt was filled with a real sadness. 

Wow, this is actress is amazing. Natalie struggled with a proper response. Was this part of the performance?

A pleasant voice at the doorway distracted Natalie. “Oh hi, I’m Emily. You must be Natalie.” A dark-haired woman entered the room. “I’m discussing post-mortem photography in here tonight.” 

“Oh...” Natalie abruptly turned back to the other lady that was presenting in the master suite. Her skin crawled with goosebumps as the space in front of the vanity had been vacated. 

“I’ll set up over here on Ronald’s side.” Emily chattered merrily and placed large portfolios on Ronald’s bed. 

“Um, that’s great, I—I’m glad you’re here. I have to get going.” Natalie stuttered and shuffled from the room.

Once outside in the hall, she shook her head to try and relieve herself of a sudden dizziness. She panted while vivid retrospection pelted panic through her brain.

Did I see that? That’s crazy. There was another actress there. I didn’t see her go out the other door. Wait, the bed was in the way. Stop it, you and your crazy dreams. Breathe. Dad always said you had your head in the clouds, unlike your sister. It’s anxiety. Yeah, you haven’t had a panic attack in months. That’s it. A lot going on. New job, new place. Wild imagination. The kind of creativity that got you in trouble as kid. Like when you drew a picture of a body in the casket at a wake. What relative was that? It doesn’t matter. Oh, more like, when you convinced Ann that you were a fairy and cast spells. Yeah, that’s more like it.

Natalie’s ears roared as she gripped the door jamb to steady herself until her head cleared and she began to calm. She tread down the stairs in a fog and headed for the library. 

“You okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost?” Kevin’s question jolted Natalie back to the evening’s event. Only momentarily paused by Natalie’s arrival, he returned to admire the handsome representative of Belle Cemetery as he prepared the display of the Cameron’s burial plot.

“Oh yeah, had to straighten something out in the bedroom.” Natalie gratefully noticed that his attention had been diverted, if even enough for her to gather her thoughts. 

“Divots in Ronald’s bed?” Kevin cocked a brow without breaking his stare at the cemetery rep. “You know, they say that the covers are continually smoothed, yet he comes in each night to sleep.”

“Oh, stop, it.” Natalie giggled nervously and lied. “Something out of place on the vanity. It’s been taken care of.”

“Emily’s a great Viola. See if you can catch up with her later. I think you can learn a lot from her, she’s a brilliant reenactor.” Kevin’s grin grew wider as the cemetery rep removed his suit jacket to bend over to move some signage.

“Yeah, I’ll try and make it back there.” Natalie shuddered. Not until later, with someone else is in there with me.

“Yep, you should.” Kevin’s attention was still focused on the guest speaker.

“Stop leering.” Natalie whispered while wishing she’d had his full attention. She’d asked about ghosts before, even during her interview with the Museum. The opportunity to inquire again at that moment was gone. “I’m going downstairs.” 

For the next two hours, Natalie delighted in telling the visitors about the Cameron’s kitchen by ringing the servant’s bells and showing off the antique cookware and baker’s tools. She’d managed to quell her fears about the earlier episode upstairs until the end of the evenings tours. 

“Hello Natalie, you enjoy the event? The Museum director, Geoffrey popped into the kitchen.

“It was fun.” Natalie closed the cabinets and smiled. “I think I scared people standing here; it wasn’t intentional.”

“People tend to get a little excited when the lighting is low in a house like this.” Geoffrey locked the kitchen door as the remaining guests exited the Museum’s garden outside. “It looks like a good time was had by all. You mind making sure that the upstairs is clear? Help the remaining presenters out with their things? I think Kevin has the library covered.”

“Of course.” I bet he does. Natalie giggled to herself.

“I’m heading down to the gift shop to assist Ramona in closing, then I’ll be heading home, I have my kids this weekend. Feel free to take any of the snacks home. Have a good one.” Geoffrey waved and headed out.

“You too.” Natalie took a final look at the kitchen and headed up the utility stairs. Upon reaching and passing through the servants’ quarters, she heard Kevin and Marty, the cemetery rep, laughing while leaving the library, and going down the front stairs of the Museum. Much to her dismay, Kevin had shut off the lights in the library. Its furnishings outlined in the glow of the gasolier from the next room. 

“Great.” Natalie moaned. It’s only what, fifteen steps to get through? What the hell is wrong with me? She made her way past the shelves of books and the immense portrait of one of the Cameron sons, Jonathon. She dare not look at it. Not at this moment. Her footsteps flew through the library, the adjoining foyer, and up to the master suite.

“Hello, Natalie.” Emily collected her portfolios. 

“How’d it go?” Natalie surveyed the room for any unexpected guests.

“Great as usual. Although,” Emily shuddered as she threw on a coat over her costume, “It was really chilly in her tonight. I can’t wait to get some hot coffee.”

“I’m sorry. Thanks for helping out.” 

“Oh, I’m glad to. You know, sometimes I can sense that the Cameron’s are happy that we’re here. That we keep the house filled with guests.”

“I kinda get that feeling.” Natalie refrained from blurting out that Viola had been there a couple of hours before. Or had I imagined it? “Well, um, thanks again.”

“You’re welcome, have a good night!” Emily shuffled out as Natalie gathered the room’s notecards and placed them back on their respective displays. 

It is cold in here. Natalie glanced at Viola’s side of the master suite. Everything was in order as she prepared to leave. But before she exited, the rare and exquisitely carved lithophane lamp on Viola’s bedroom sitting table turned on. The click of the lamp made Natalie jump. Its brilliance reflected in all the mirrors of Ronald’s side of the suite. The air was suddenly heavy as she crept to the lithophane’s remote, which had moved from the notecard stand to the table. 

What the hell? How did that get there?

She snatched the wayward remote, briskly pressed the off button, and as she hurried out, Natalie realized she’d met the mistress of the house herself, Viola Cameron. 
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About seven months earlier...

“You ready for the tour Natalie?” Geoffrey, the director of the Museum greeted in the downstairs break room. 

“Yes.” She barely contained her excitement. They strolled through the kitchen, butler’s pantry, dining room and morning room to the front hall. 

“What did you think of shadowing the other docents so far?”

“They all have their own perspectives. I’m enjoying the process.” She kept noticing new details as they proceeded.

“Now, I know you said you’ve been here before, but...” he pulled open the parlor doors with a grin, “This never gets old.”

“This had to be magnificent to live here.”

It was as if they were instantly transported into the mid-Victorian era. The room was filled with gilded framed pictures, mirrors, and gasolier lamps. Sturdy couches and chairs and two marble fireplaces lined the walls. Almost every surface was covered with tablecloths, vases, statuary, and the finest trinkets. Despite of all of these things, Natalie gazed at the piano.

“Do you play?” Geoffrey noticed her curiosity.

“Yes.”

“Well, since it’s quiet today if you’d like to tickle the ivories, you can. Don’t make a habit of it.” Geoff winked as he took down the velvet rope.

“Oh, thanks!” Natalie tip toed to the Schoemaker and lightly graced the instrument with her fingers. She played gingerly at first, then grew more bold as the music echoed through the house. Her eyes closed until she finished the magical moment.

“That was amazing
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