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About the Book

London, 1881. Constance Langton lives in a gloomy home with a distant father and a grief-stricken mother; seeking refuge and comfort, she secretly attends a séance which has tragic consequences. Left alone, her only legacy is a mysterious inheritance that will blight her life and take her deep into a world of apparitions, betrayal and blackmail, black-hearted villains – and murder.


About the Author
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To manifest a spirit, take twenty yards of fine silk veiling, at least two yards wide and very gauzy. Wash carefully, and rinse seven times. Prepare a solution of one jar Balmain’s Luminous Paint; half a pint of Demar Varnish, one pint odourless benzine and fifty drops lavender oil. Work thoroughly through the fabric while it is still damp, and then allow to dry for three days. Then wash with naphtha soap until all the odour is gone and the fabric is perfectly soft and pliable. In a darkened room, the fabric will appear as a soft, luminous vapour.

Revelations of a Spirit Medium (1891)
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PART ONE

CONSTANCE LANGTON’S NARRATIVE

January 1889

IF MY SISTER Alma had lived, I should never have begun the séances. She died of scarlatina, soon after her second birthday, when I was five years old. I remember only fragments from the time before she died: Mama dancing Alma on her knee, and singing as she would never do again; reading my primer aloud to Mama while she rocked Alma’s cradle with her foot; walking beside Annie our nurse while she pushed the perambulator past the Foundling Hospital with me holding on to the frame. I remember coming home after one of those walks and being allowed to nurse Alma by the drawing-room fire, feeling the heat of the flames on my cheek as I held her. I remember too – though perhaps I was only told of it – lying in a cot and shivering, looking up at a window which seemed very small and far away, and hearing the sound of weeping, muffled as if through thick cotton wool.

I do not know how long my own illness lasted, but it seems, in memory, as if I woke to find the house shrouded in darkness, and my mother changed beyond recognition. She kept to her room for many months, during which I was allowed only brief visits. The blinds were always drawn; often she seemed scarcely aware of my presence. And when at last she began to sit up, and then to emerge from her room – stooped like an old woman, her hair thin and lank – she remained sunk in lightless misery. Sometimes she would send for me, and then seem not to know why I had appeared, as if the wrong person had answered the summons. Whatever I ventured to say to her would be met with the same lifeless indifference, and if I sat in silence, I would feel the weight of her grief pressing upon me until I feared I would suffocate.

I wish I could say that my father grieved too; but if he did, I saw no sign of it. His manner with Mama was always polite and solicitous, very like that of Dr Warburton, who would call from time to time and go away shaking his head. Papa was never ill, or cross, or out of sorts, and would no more have raised his voice than appear in public without waxing the points of his moustache. Sometimes in the mornings, after Annie had given me my bread and milk, I would creep downstairs and watch Papa and Mama through a crack in the dining-room door. ‘I trust you are feeling a little better today, my dear?’ Papa would ask, and Mama would rouse herself wearily and say that yes, she supposed that she was, and then he would read The Times until it was time for him to set off for the British Museum, where he worked each day upon his book. Most evenings he dined out; on Sundays, when the Museum was closed, he worked in his study. He did not go to church because he was busy with his work, and Mama could not go because she was not well enough, and so each Sunday Annie and I went to St George’s by ourselves.

Annie explained that Mama was grieving because God had taken Alma to heaven, which I thought very cruel of Him; but then if Alma was happy, and would never be ill again, and we would all be together again one day, why was Mama so dreadfully distressed? Because she loved Alma so dearly, Annie replied, and could not bear to be parted from her; but when the time of mourning was over, Mama would recover her spirits. In the meantime, all we could do was accompany Mama, once she was able to leave the house, to the only place she ever visited, the burial ground near the Foundling Hospital, and arrange fresh flowers on Alma’s grave. I wondered why God had left Alma’s body here, and taken only her spirit; and whether He was looking after Mama’s spirits until she recovered them, but Annie declined to answer these questions, saying that I would understand when I was older.

She had dark brown hair, pulled back very tightly, and dark eyes, and a soft way of speaking; I thought her very pretty, though she insisted she was not. Annie had grown up in a village in Somerset, where her father was a stonemason, and had four brothers and three sisters; five more children had died when they were still very young. I had assumed, when she first told me this, that her mother must have been even more grief-stricken than mine. But no, said Annie, there had been no time for mourning; her mother had been too busy looking after the rest of them. And no, they had not had a nurse; they had been far too poor for that. Things were much better now, though, because three of her brothers had gone for soldiers, and her two elder sisters were in service like herself, and they were all (except for one of the brothers, who had fallen into bad company) sending money home to their mother.

Whenever the weather was fine, Annie and I would go out for a walk in the afternoon. Our house was in Holborn, and on these walks we would sometimes pause at the Foundling Hospital to watch the foundling girls at play in their white pinafores and brown serge gowns. It looked as grand as a palace with its avenue of lamps, and more windows than you could count, and a statue of an angel before the entrance. The foundlings, Annie told me (she had a friend in service who had grown up here), had been brought here as infants by their mothers, who were too poor, or too ill to care for them. And yes, it was very sad for their mothers to have to give them up, but the foundlings had a much better life at the Hospital. The infants were all sent to good homes in the country until they were five or six years old, and then brought back to the Hospital for their schooling. They had meat for their dinner three days a week, and roast beef on Sundays, and when they were old enough, the boys would be sent for soldiers, and the girls for ladies’ maids.

I wanted to know all about the mothers who had given their babies up for foundlings; after all, Annie’s mother had been very poor, but she had kept them all at home. Annie seemed reluctant to answer, but eventually she told me that most of the foundlings were here because their fathers had run away and left their mothers alone.

‘So if Papa were to run away,’ I asked, ‘would I be sent for a foundling?’

‘Of course not, my child,’ said Annie, ‘your Papa’s not going to run away, and you’ve got me to look after you. And besides, you’re too old for a foundling.’

Later that afternoon, while we were standing beneath the angel, watching the foundling boys playing in their part of the grounds, she told me the story of her friend Sara, whose mother had given her up to the Hospital because her father had run away before she was even born. Sara had kept her mother’s name, which was Baker, but could remember nothing of her, whereas she had grown very fond of her nurse, a Mrs Garrett, in Wiltshire, and had cried very much when the time came for her to return to the Hospital for her schooling. Mr and Mrs Garrett would dearly have liked to keep Sara, because all of their own children had died, but they were very poor, and the Hospital wouldn’t have paid them to look after Sara once she was old enough for schooling. And yes, the nurses in the country were sometimes allowed to keep the children for their own, but only if they could prove to the Hospital that they had enough money to care for them properly; just as the mothers who had had to give up their children could come and get them back if their fortunes took a turn for the better.

I was, I think, about six or seven years old when it first occurred to me that I too might have been a foundling. It would explain why we lived so close to the Hospital; we had lived in the country before Alma was born, though I had only dim memories of that time, and Annie could not help, because she had come to us after we moved to London. Of course I might have been another sort of foundling; Annie had told me that there were other hospitals (and looked at me rather strangely when I asked if we might visit them). I had heard, too, of infants being left on doorsteps in baskets; I might have been one of those. Perhaps Mama had had other children who had died and never been spoken of; or else she had been barren, like Abraham’s wife Sarah, and had taken me in as a foundling and decided to keep me. And then the Lord had given her Alma … though that made it doubly hard to understand why, if He was a kind and loving God as Mr Halstead insisted in his sermons, He had taken her away again so soon. Had He done it to test Mama’s faith, as He had tested Job’s? ‘The Lord giveth, and the Lord hath taken away,’ Job had said. ‘Blessed be the name of the Lord.’

I could not understand it, but nevertheless the suspicion took root and grew. It explained why Mama had loved Alma so much more than me, and why I was never any comfort to her, and even why, as I sometimes guiltily suspected, I did not love her as much as I ought to. Though I prayed constantly for her to be happy again, I dreaded being alone with her in the dark drawing-room where she passed her days. I would sit on the sofa beside her, picking at my work or pretending to read, feeling as if a leaden band was slowly tightening around my chest, repeating silently to myself, I am a foundling, she is not my mother; I am a foundling, she is not my mother, until I was allowed to leave; and then I would reproach myself bitterly for want of sympathy. Indeed everything I felt for my mother was compounded of guilt; even guilt at being alive at all, for I knew that she would far rather I had died and Alma had lived. But at least she had not given me back to the Hospital, and since she and Papa had evidently resolved not to tell me that I was a foundling, I knew it would be wrong to ask them.

I tried in all sorts of ways to approach the question with Annie, but somehow she never seemed to take the hint, and the more I tried to steer our talk towards foundlings, the more she seemed to veer away, until without anything being said we had ceased to pass the Hospital on our walks: it was always ‘next week’ or ‘another day’. I once asked her whether she thought it was my fault Alma had died, and was frightened by the vehemence of her denial; she asked me quite fiercely who had put such an idea into my head. And what if Mama and Papa had not told her the truth about me? She would think me wicked for imagining such a thing; and besides, I was never quite certain how far I believed it myself.

*

So long as I had Annie, there was always something to look forward to each day. She had friends who were nurses who would bring their children to play in the square, and I would join in their games and run about, and laugh, and forget about being a foundling. But listening to their talk of brothers and sisters, uncles and aunts and cousins and grandmothers reminded me that I had never seen any of my own relations. As I grew older, I learned that Papa had a widowed sister in Cambridge, who did not visit because Mama was not well enough, and that Mama had a younger brother called Frederick, whom she had not seen for many years. I had no living grandparents, because Papa and Mama had been quite old when they married; Mama’s father had been ill for a long time, and she had had to stay at home and look after him until she was almost forty.

It never occurred to me that Annie and I would not continue thus indefinitely. But when I was eight years old, she took me into her own room and sat me down on her bed, and put her arms around me and told me that I would soon be going to Miss Hale’s day school, which was only a short walk from our house. She was trying to make it sound like a treat, but I could hear the sadness in her voice. And then she confessed that she was leaving us; Papa had decided that I had grown too old for a nurse, and that Violet the maid could look after me from now on. I did not like Violet, who was fat, and had cold hands, and smelt like washing which had been left too long in the basket. In vain I pleaded with Papa to let Annie stay; we could not afford to keep her, he said, with Miss Hale’s fees to think of. I told him I did not want to go to school, and could learn everything I needed from books, and then Annie would not have to go; but that would not do either. If I stayed at home I would need a governess, which would be even more expensive; and no, Annie could not be my governess because she knew nothing of French, or history, or geography, or any of the things that I would learn at school.

Though I went to Miss Hale’s resolved to hate everything about it, I was unprepared for the sheer tedium of the classroom. My reading at home had never been supervised, for Annie knew nothing of books and could scarcely construe a primer. Papa kept his study locked, but not the library next door, a room no larger than a bedchamber, but to me a treasure-house to which I was tacitly admitted, so long as every volume was restored to its exact place before he came home. And so I was quite accustomed to reading books I scarcely understood, puzzling out the sounds and meanings of unfamiliar words with the help of Dr Johnson’s dictionary. Whereas at school everything had to be learned by rote, except for the endless sums in arithmetic, which I found pointless as well as baffling. And again, with the other girls in my form, I was acutely aware of my lack of brothers and sisters and relations; I had nothing to talk about but the books I was reading, and I soon discovered that a premature acquaintance with the works of Shelley and Byron was not something to boast of.

Yet for all the tedium, Miss Hale’s became a respite, of sorts, from the darkness which had engulfed my mother. Instead of tea with Annie in the nursery, I had now to join Mama at the dining-table and make effortful conversation – mostly a recital of what I had learned at school that day. And then we would sit silently in the drawing-room, Mama stitching mechanically or staring vacantly into the fire while I picked at my own work and listened to the heavy ticking of the mantel clock, counting the quarter-hours until I could escape to my bed in the attic, where I would read for as long as my candle lasted.

*

In my second year at Miss Hale’s I won a prize for recitation, a book of Greek myths with wonderful pictures. The stories I liked best were those of Theseus and Ariadne, Orpheus and Eurydice, and especially Persephone in the Underworld. Anything to do with the Underworld fascinated me – I used to imagine that it was just under the kitchen floor, and that I would find steps going down to it if I were only strong enough to lift up one of the flagstones. I had a seashell in which I could hear the sound of the sea, which had always comforted me; I would read my book and gaze at the pictures, listening to the sea, and make up my own stories of Persephone in Hades. Six pomegranate seeds did not seem very much of a sin; later I learned from Papa that it was really a story about the seasons, seeds waiting underground for spring to arrive – a clever man at Cambridge had said so – but this seemed so dull and trite, and left out everything interesting, Charon the ferryman and Cerberus with his three heads, and Hades with his helmet of invisibility, in which he could go about the upper world unseen. I asked Papa if the clever man thought the same about Eurydice, but apparently the clever man had not yet made up his mind.

Strangely, perhaps, the souls of the dead had no part in my Underworld. It was a mysterious place of tunnels and secrets, dark and sombre and yet somehow enthralling, in which I would be free to wander if only I could find the way in. I dreamed once of a cave in which I found an elaborately carved chest full of gold and silver and precious stones, from which light poured as you opened it, and this became part of my imagined underworld, together with its opposite, a plain wooden box which seemed empty at first, but as you watched, darkness began to well up like cold black mist and spill over the sides and across the rocky floor of the cave. There were the Plains of Asphodel, carpeted – or so I imagined them – with flowers of the richest purple, and when you were weary of tunnels you could ascend to the Elysian fields, where the sun always shines and music never ceases.

* * *

At home, however, my dead sister was always with us. Mama had made a shrine of Alma’s room, a small chamber opening off her own bedroom, keeping everything as if Alma might reappear at any moment: the sheet turned down, Alma’s favourite rag doll by the pillow, her nightgown laid out, a posy of flowers in a vase upon the dresser. The door was always open, but no one else was allowed across the threshold; Mama did all the dusting and polishing of it herself, which suited Violet well enough, for she was lazy and hated climbing stairs. Violet slept in the attic bedroom across the landing from mine; sometimes at night I would hear her grumbling and puffing on her way up to bed.

I wonder now why she stayed with us so long, for our house had so many stairs that you could scarcely go anywhere without climbing at least two flights. Apart from Violet, we had only Mrs Greaves the cook, who lived entirely in the basement. Mrs Greaves was a widow, grey-headed, stout and red-faced like Violet, but whereas Violet wobbled like a blancmange tied up in a cloth, Mrs Greaves was as round and solid as a barrel. Though the kitchen had only one grimy window into the area below the street, it was the brightest and warmest place in the house, for Mrs Greaves kept the gaslight turned as high as it would go, and in winter she would heap up the coals in the range until you could see the red glow pulsing through the cracks around the door. It was she who gave Violet her orders, which were carried out slowly and sullenly, but obeyed nonetheless. There was no laundry; the linen was sent out to a laundress.

Outside of Alma’s room, Mama took no more interest in the housekeeping than in anything else, and I suppose that Papa either did not know what gas and coals ought to cost, or did not care so long as his serene existence was not disturbed. Mrs Greaves slept in a little room behind the pantry, opening on to a dank, high-walled courtyard. The dining- and drawing-rooms were on the ground floor; and Papa had the first floor to himself, with the library at the front, his study in the middle, then his bedroom, and a bathroom on the landing, so that there was no necessity for him to ascend any higher; at least, I had never seen him do so. Mama’s and Alma’s rooms were on the next floor up, along with the room that had been Annie’s, and above them the attics. My own little room faced eastward, and often on wintry Sunday afternoons, I would climb into bed for warmth and try to lose myself in the sea of slate and blackened brickwork stretching away towards the great dome of St Paul’s, thinking of all the lives going on behind those endless walls.

*

I had always liked Mrs Greaves, but so long as I had Annie to speak for me I had been too shy to say more than ‘yes’, ‘no’, or ‘thank you’. And for a long time after Annie had left us, I missed her too much to want to make advances to anyone else. But as the months dragged by I was drawn to the light and warmth of the kitchen, especially on Saturdays, when Violet had her day off. At first I simply sat on a stool and watched; little by little I began to help, until I became quite proficient at peeling potatoes, rolling pastry and kneading dough. Sometimes I was even allowed to polish the silver, which I thought a great treat; all in all, it seemed to me that the life of a servant was far preferable to that of a lady.

‘I think I should like to be a cook when I grow up,’ I said to Mrs Greaves one winter’s afternoon. It had been raining steadily all day, and through the soft rumble of the stove I could hear water gurgling down the area drain.

‘I can see where you might think that,’ she replied, ‘but it ain’t like this, most places. There’s many a poor skivvy shiverin’ in the dark, when she’s not wearin’ her fingers to the bone, because her mistress grudges her an inch of candle or a few coals, never mind gas like we have in here. Besides, you’re going to be a lady, with a house and servants of your own, and a husband and children to look after; you won’t want to be peeling spuds then, believe you me.’

‘I shall never have children,’ I said passionately, ‘for one of them might die, and then I should be like Mama, and never be happy again.’

Mrs Greaves regarded me sadly; I had never spoken so directly of my mother’s affliction before.

‘The country people in Ireland, miss, would say your mother was “away”.’

I looked at her expectantly.

‘Well – ’tis only their fancy, mind – they say that when someone is – like that – it’s because the fairies have carried her off, and left one of their own in her place.’

‘And do the fairies ever bring them back?’

‘Yes, my child … I lost two sons, as you know, and thought my heart would break; I miss them still, but I know they’re safe above. And I had others to think of …’ She paused uncomfortably.

‘How do you know,’ I asked, ‘that they are safe in heaven? I mean, that there is a heaven? Because the Bible tells us so?’

‘Well yes, miss, that of course, and … because they tell me so.’

‘But how can they tell you? Do their ghosts speak to you?’

‘Not ghosts, miss; their spirits. Through Mrs Chivers – she’s what they call a spirit medium. Do you know what that is?’

I told her I did not, and she explained, somewhat hesitantly at first, about spiritualism, and how she belonged to a society, which met twice a week in a room in Southampton Row, and all about séances, and how the spirits of the departed could visit us from heaven, which some people called ‘Summerland’, to speak through a medium to those they loved.

‘Then I must tell Mama about Mrs Chivers,’ I said, ‘so she can talk to Alma’s spirit, and be happy again.’

‘No miss, you mustn’t; leastways, you mustn’t let on I told you, or I might lose my place. Your Pa don’t hold with spiritualists, so I’ve heard. And ladies don’t go to Mrs Chivers, only cooks and skivvies like me and Violet.’

‘Are ladies not allowed to be spiritualists, then?’

‘It’s not that, miss, but they have their own meetings, them that believe. I’ve heard there’s a society for ladies and gentlemen in Lamb’s Conduit Street, but remember, it wasn’t me that told you.’

* * *

I meant to tell Mama that very evening, but the impulse died as usual in the face of her leaden indifference, and I was afraid, besides, of getting Mrs Greaves into trouble. And so at breakfast the next morning I asked Papa what spiritualism was, saying I had heard someone mention it at school. I was now considered old enough to breakfast in the dining-room, provided I did not speak while Papa was reading The Times; Mama had not been joining us since Dr Warburton prescribed her a stronger sleeping-draught.

‘Primitive superstition in modern dress,’ he replied, and opened his newspaper with a disapproving rattle; it was the nearest I had come to seeing him angry. I had already begun to suspect that Papa did not believe in God. He had made no objection when I ceased to attend church after Annie left us, and soon after this I discovered that the book he had been writing for so long was called Rational Foundations of Morality. Its purpose, so far as I could gather from the snippets he let fall, was to prove that you ought to be good even if you did not believe that you would burn in torment for ever if you were bad; I often wondered why something so obvious needed a book to prove it, but never dared say so. And when next I tried to question Mrs Greaves about spiritualism, she changed the subject, much as Annie had done with the foundlings. But the idea that the spirits of the dead were all around us, separated only by the thinnest of veils, became part of my private mythology, along with the gods and goddesses of the Underworld.

*

I remained at Miss Hale’s school until I was almost sixteen, growing up in a kind of limbo state in which I was free to read whatever I wished, and walk wherever I wanted, whilst at the same time feeling that nobody would care if I vanished from the face of the earth. My freedom set me apart from the other girls, and since I could not invite any of them to our house I was seldom invited to theirs. Mama’s spirits did not improve; if anything she became more desolate and lethargic as the years passed, dragging herself around the house – which she no longer left at all, even to visit Alma’s grave – as if she were being slowly crushed beneath an invisible weight.

Violet gave notice at last, a few months before I left Miss Hale’s, and was replaced, on Mrs Greaves’s recommendation, by Lettie, a quick, intelligent girl not much older than myself. Lettie’s mother had died when she was twelve and she had been in service ever since. Though she spoke like a London girl, she had Irish and Spanish blood on her father’s side and her skin was quite dark, as were her eyes, which were large and heavy-lidded, with long curling lashes. Her long fingers were roughened and calloused by years of scrubbing, though she rubbed them with pumice every day. I liked her from the first, and would often help her with the dusting and polishing, simply for an excuse to talk. On Saturday afternoons she would join her friends – mostly servants like herself from houses around Holborn and Clerkenwell – in St George’s Gardens and they would go on excursions together; I often wished that I could accompany them.

My life continued in this desultory fashion until one morning at breakfast, without the slightest warning, my father announced that he was leaving us. ‘It is high time you left school,’ he said to me, or rather to his plate, for he avoided my eyes while speaking. ‘You are old enough now to keep house for your mother, and I must have peace and quiet until I have finished my book. So I am going to my sister in Cambridge. I have arranged for you to draw an allowance from the bank, sufficient to maintain this house as at present and also to provide you with a subscription to Mudie’s, though many of my books will remain, and you may have the use of them; I am taking only my working library.’

I knew from this that he was never coming back; I had several times begged for a subscription, only to be told that we could not afford it.

‘But Papa,’ I said, ‘I already keep house for you’ – he had been giving me the housekeeping money every Thursday morning for a year or more – ‘and how could your life be any more peaceful in Cambridge than here?’

Light flashed from the lenses of his pince-nez. ‘I am sure you know what I mean,’ he replied, ‘and I do not think anything is to be gained from further discussion. I have let you have your way in many things, Constance, and you will kindly oblige me in this. I have informed Miss Hale that you will be leaving at the end of this term; she will speak to you about it today.’

He folded his paper neatly, rose to his feet, and was gone before I could ask him whether he had told Mama.

The day passed in a kind of stupor; I remember Miss Hale – who was very small and stout, so that she resembled a medicine ball on legs – summoning me to her room, but I cannot recall a word of what she said to me. It was only when I came home that afternoon, and heard, on my way upstairs, the muffled sound of sobbing from Mama’s room, that the full horror of my situation struck me. I stood for a small eternity upon the landing, willing the sobs to cease, before I crept on up to my own room.

I had given very little thought to the future, beyond daydreams in which, at the end of my time at school, I would marry an intrepid explorer and travel the world with him, while Mama and Papa went on as they had always done. Now I saw that my father had planned this all along; I would be imprisoned here for the term of my mother’s life, unless I could harden my heart enough to abandon her as he was doing. And even that I could not do until I was twenty-one and able to seek a situation on my own behalf.

Lettie and Mrs Greaves, though full of sympathy for me, were not nearly as shocked at Papa’s desertion as I would have liked. Mrs Greaves said it was a miracle he had stayed so long, and Lettie remarked that at least he hadn’t thrown us all into the street, as her own father had done. And perhaps, said Mrs Greaves, I could persuade my mother to join the Holborn Spiritualist Society once my father was safely out of the house; it might be just what she needed to cheer her up. Lettie and I exchanged glances at this; Lettie had told me privately that Mrs Veasey, who sometimes presided at the séances in Lamb’s Conduit Street, was given to pumping servants for information about her sitters.

At last I summoned the courage to go upstairs again and knock at my mother’s door. I found her crouched on a little low chair that she kept just inside the entrance to Alma’s room. Her eyes were swollen from weeping, and she looked so old and shrunken that my conscience smote me. I knelt and put my arm around her stiff, unresponsive shoulders.

‘Your father has told you, then?’ she said in a low, desolate monotone.

‘Yes, Mama.’

‘It is my punishment.’

‘For what, Mama?’

‘For letting Alma die.’

‘But Mama, you could not have saved her. And Alma is in heaven now; you will be with her again one day.’

‘If only I could be sure,’ she whispered.

‘Mama, how can you doubt it? She was an innocent child; how could she not go straight to heaven?’

‘I meant, that there is a heaven.’

The idea came to me with the echo of my own question to Mrs Greaves: instead of trying to persuade Mama to join the Society, I would summon Alma’s spirit myself.

The following morning I avoided my father by breakfasting in the kitchen, and when I came home from school, he was gone. Lettie told me that he had not gone to the Museum that day; two men with a cartload of boxes had arrived at half-past nine to pack at my father’s direction, and by two he was on his way to St Pancras. Dr Warburton had called half an hour later. My father had left me a letter on the hall table; it consisted entirely of instructions except for the final sentence, which read, ‘You need not write to me except in an emergency. Your affect father, Theo. Langton.’

I do not remember feeling anything at all; I went numbly up to my room and began to rehearse for my séance, watching myself in the mirror through half-closed eyes and trying to recall how Alma used to sound. All that would come was a vague impression of her chanting nonsense words to the tunes of hymns; and I could not tell whether it was a true memory, or something Mama had told me, or a confused recollection of something I had done myself.

My mother seemed less desolate that evening; I wondered if Dr Warburton had given her a sedative. Sitting in the chair opposite hers, I closed my eyes and allowed myself to drift in the warmth of the fire. Then I began to sing in a thin, piping voice, making up sounds to the tune of ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’, until I heard my mother speak, in a voice trembling with emotion.

‘Alma?’

‘Yes, Mama,’ I replied, in the same childish pipe, keeping my eyes closed.

‘Alma; is it really you?’

‘Yes, Mama.’

‘Where are you?’

‘Here, Mama; the angel said I could come to you.’

‘Why could you not come before, my darling? It broke my heart to lose you.’

I had not expected the question, and did not know how to reply.

‘I wish you would not be sad, Mama,’ I said at last, ‘because I am happy in heaven, and one day you will see me and we will never be parted again.’

‘Soon, I pray. My life here is a torment; I wish it were over.’

‘You must try to be happy, Mama,’ I repeated helplessly. ‘It makes me sad to see you cry.’

‘Do you see me all the time, my darling?’

‘Yes, Mama.’

‘Then why could you not come before?’

‘I could not find the way,’ I lisped, and to avoid any more questions began to sing again, letting my voice trail gradually away and my breathing slow. A few moments later I pretended to wake with a start, and opened my eyes to find Mama staring at me in a way I had never seen before.

‘I think I have been asleep, Mama; I dreamed of Alma.’

‘No, child, you were in a trance; Alma was speaking through you.’

‘What is a trance?’ I asked innocently.

‘It is – what spiritualists do – I wanted to try, but he forbade it – he said he would leave me if I ever went near a séance – and now he has left me anyway—’ she choked, and burst into raw, noisy sobbing. I went and put my arms around her, and felt, for the first time in all the years since Alma died, an answering pressure, and my tears mingled with her own.

*

I went to bed that night happier than I could remember, thinking that Mama was at last emerging into the light. But the very next evening she wanted me to resume my trance; I said that I did not know how I had done it, but would try. As I pretended to fall asleep, I struggled to think of something new to say, but could summon only vague images of white-robed figures bathed in golden light. What were people supposed to do in heaven, apart from singing and playing the harp? Mrs Greaves had spoken of Summerland; perhaps heaven would be like a perfect summer’s day in the country, with Alma riding a celestial pony through fields of beautiful flowers. But if Alma was still only two, waiting for Mama to arrive in heaven so as not to miss any of her growing up, she would surely be too small for a pony, even a celestial one … In the end I abandoned the attempt and opened my eyes, to see the familiar look of desolation settling over her face.

‘Did Alma not come to you?’ I asked.

She shook her head wearily.

‘But Mama, you know now that she is safe in heaven; you must not be sad any more.’

‘I cannot be sure – perhaps you were only talking in your sleep – if only I could hear her voice again …’

I looked at her with a sinking heart. ‘I do not know how it happened, Mama, but I will try again tomorrow,’ I said at last, and soon after excused myself and went upstairs to my room. Already I could feel the black cloud of her misery rising to engulf me, but I knew I could not sustain the deception alone. And so, the following afternoon, I plucked up my courage and went round to Lamb’s Conduit Street, where I walked up and down until I discovered a door marked ‘Holborn Spiritualist Society’ in faded gold lettering, set into the wall next to a milliner’s shop. I stood irresolute for so long that the milliner came out and, when I said I wished to see Mrs Veasey, directed me to another house further down the street. There a maidservant who looked no more than ten asked me to wait, and after a while a stout grey-haired woman, dressed entirely in black, came out to greet me.

‘And what might you be wanting, my dear?’ she said, in an accent that reminded me a little of Annie’s. I began to explain, very hesitantly, about Alma and Mama, whereupon she suggested that we should walk up to the Foundling Hospital, where she liked to sit and watch the children. Something in the way she said it made me wonder if she too had lost a child, but when I ventured to ask she said no, she had never had any. Her husband, a sea captain, had been drowned off the West Indies nearly twenty years ago.

‘He still comes to me sometimes,’ she said. ‘But spirits can’t be commanded, you know.’

She sighed, and patted my hand; a plain, motherly woman quite unlike my imagination of a spirit medium. As we walked, I told her of Papa’s departure, and how he had forbidden us to have anything to do with spiritualism, and by the time we were seated by the statue of the angel I had resolved to trust her entirely, even as far as my pretence at summoning Alma.

‘I know it was wrong to deceive her,’ I said, ‘but Mama has been so unhappy for so long, and if only she could be certain that Alma is safe in heaven, I think she might recover.’

‘You mustn’t reproach yourself, my dear. For all you know, it was your sister’s spirit moving you to speak; you might have the true gift and not know it yet.’

‘How would I know if I did?’ I asked uneasily.

‘You feel … taken up … they are so strong, sometimes, you think they will shake you to pieces. And then when they leave you, emptied out … like a vessel used and thrown away … When I was young, like you, I was filled with their light … now they hardly come to me at all. But you never forget, my dear, you never forget.’

She patted my hand again and sighed deeply, and I found tears pricking my own eyes.

‘But if they don’t come to you …’ I ventured. Mrs Veasey did not immediately reply. On the other side of the railings, the foundling girls were gathered about the yard in two and threes and fours, or playing at jump-rope; they might have been the very same girls that Annie and I had watched ten years before.

‘We must help people believe,’ she said at last, ‘like your poor Mama. There isn’t a medium in London who doesn’t pretend, sometimes, and how can it be wrong to bring comfort to them that mourn?’

‘And – do people have to pay to come to your séances?’

‘Goodness no, my dear; we take up a small collection afterwards, and those that can afford it give what they can. But no one in need is ever turned away.’

‘Mrs Veasey,’ I said after a pause, ‘have you ever seen a spirit?’

‘No, my dear, not with these eyes. The gift didn’t take me that way. But you know, my dear, there’s something about you … I shouldn’t be at all surprised if you were chosen.’

‘But I don’t want to be chosen,’ I said, ‘only for Mama to be happy again.’

‘That’s a sign of a true gift, my dear, not wanting it. And as for your Mama, why don’t you bring her to our meeting tomorrow?’

‘Mama has not left the house for years,’ I said, ‘but I should like to come to you myself, if I may.’

* * *

At half-past six the following evening, therefore, I let myself out of the house, telling Mama that I had a headache and needed to walk. She had sunk further towards her old blank misery, but I did not want to risk another summoning until I had seen how Mrs Veasey conducted a séance. It was the first week of June, and still broad daylight, but the evening chill was already upon the air. The Society’s door was open; I went up a narrow staircase, as Mrs Veasey had told me, and into a dim, panelled room in which the curtains were already drawn. The only furniture was a large circular table, around which half a dozen people were already seated, including Mrs Veasey, who sat with her back to a small fire of coals. She greeted me warmly, introduced me to the circle, and invited me to sit opposite her, between a Mr Ayrton, whose wife was on the other side of him, and an elderly woman called Miss Rutledge. There was also another middle-aged couple, Mr and Mrs Bachelor, and Mr Carmichael, an immensely fat man whose several chins spilled out on to a vast expanse of waistcoat. He had moist, pale eyes, and wheezed softly as he breathed.

These people, as I would learn, were Mrs Veasey’s regular sitters. Several others appeared during the next few minutes until the last place at the table had been taken, whereupon Mr Ayrton rose and shut the door. He then invited us to join hands and sing ‘Abide with Me’, which we did rather discordantly, along with several other hymns, while Mrs Veasey slumped lower in her chair and appeared to doze.

Mrs Veasey had told me about spirit controls, but I was still startled when she began to speak in a gruff man’s voice, greeted by Mr Ayrton as ‘Captain Veasey’. The messages were commonplace but affecting; Mr Carmichael, for instance, was told that Lucy was watching over him as always, and that his ‘present difficulty’ would resolve itself very soon, whereupon he gave a great wheezing sigh, almost a sob, and bowed his head. Everyone in the circle received a message, and I saw how the sitters hung upon every word. The message for me was ‘Alma says you have done right’, and even though I knew that Mrs Veasey’s trance was feigned – indeed I thought her left eyelid quivered very slightly as she (or rather the Captain) spoke – it still brought a lump to my throat.

She had ceased to speak, and I thought the séance had ended, when her eyes, which had been closed throughout the performance, flew open, apparently fixed upon an invisible object floating somewhere above the table.

‘Alma,’ said the Captain’s harsh voice, ‘Alma will speak through Constance.’

There was a collective gasp from the sitters; the hair rose upon the back of my neck. Mrs Veasey started violently, and seemed to become conscious of her surroundings.

‘Miss Langton,’ she said hoarsely, ‘you must do as he bids. Close your eyes, and summon the image of your sister.’

Her voice was urgent, peremptory; I could not tell whether she was feigning or not. I closed my eyes, feeling my companions’ hands trembling in mine, and tried to fix my mind upon Alma. After a little I became aware of a faint buzzing vibration running up my arms and through my body.

‘I can feel the power,’ said Mrs Veasey. ‘Is there anybody here?’

It is only pins and needles, I told myself fearfully, willing the vibration to stop. But it seemed to me that words were welling up in my throat, threatening to choke me if I did not speak, and to forestall the sensation I began to chant in my Alma-voice, as I had done the other evening, sounds to the tune of ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’, and slowly the tension relaxed and my hands ceased to tremble.

‘Alma,’ said Mrs Veasey, ‘tell us why you have come.’ The hoarseness had left her voice.

‘For Mama,’ I piped.

‘You have a message for your Mama?’

‘Tell Mama …’ I paused, thinking rapidly. ‘Tell Mama … safe in heaven. Tell Mama to come here.’

‘We shall. And – would you like to speak to anyone else?’

I did not reply, but lapsed back into my chanting, letting it gradually die away, and a few moments later pretended to wake.

*

Three days later, my mother emerged blinking into the light. Though she was not yet sixty, she might have been my great-grandmother, clad in a frayed mourning-dress of rusty brown and clinging tightly to my arm. Her expression, as she gazed about her, was bewildered but strangely incurious, and I became aware that she could not actually see the things I was pointing at; she had grown so short-sighted that her world had shrunk to a circle a few feet across.

Mrs Veasey had told me privately that she felt sure Alma would want to speak through me again, and thus it proved. I felt my mother’s hand quivering in mine as I began to sing in my Alma-voice, and though she asked more or less the same questions, and received more or less the same answers, as on the first evening in the drawing-room, she was still in tears of joy when the performance ended. We remained for some time afterwards talking to Mr and Mrs Ayrton, who had lost both their sons to the cholera, and I invited them to tea the following week, thinking that all would be well.

And so for a while it seemed. Mama remained obsessed with Alma to the exclusion of all else – she refused to be fitted with spectacles on the ground that there was nothing she needed to see – but I was so delighted to see her in company, I did not care that the talk was all of bereavements in this world and joyful reunions in the next. The Society met twice a week, and in between séances I would sometimes sit with Mrs Veasey on the bench outside the Foundling Hospital. There she would instruct me in the arts of mediumship, always on the understanding that we were simply helping the spirits in their task, and suggest messages that Alma might give to other sitters. I came to realise that she had chosen me as her successor, though I was never sure of her motives, just as I was never quite certain whether she believed or not: I suspect that like me she had had glimpses of a power, fleeting and uncertain, coming upon one when you least expected it.

There was, she insisted, an affinity between us; but I was aware, too, that we were bound by our mutual confidences; neither could afford to expose the other, and I sometimes wondered if this was why she had chosen me. I noticed, too, that the contributions increased as our partnership developed; all of the money, of course, went to Mrs Veasey, but though my conscience often troubled me, the deception did not seem wicked, since it was done for Mama’s sake. Our Society was far from grand; it admitted both impoverished gentry and respectable women of the housekeeping class, people on the fringe of their station. Most of the sitters, including of course Mama, were eager, if not determined, to believe whatever the medium told them, and with Mrs Veasey’s assistance I began to gain a reputation, which was both exhilarating and alarming. I enjoyed, I confess, the power conferred upon me by having grown men and women hang upon my words. And sometimes – though I was never sure of it – I felt that my feigned trance was becoming a real one. Sounds would grow louder: the creaking of the coals in the grate, the faint whistle of Mr Carmichael’s asthmatic breathing, until the blood seemed to wash and boom in my ears, and then the sounds would begin to shape themselves into words, or rather the shadow of words, like conversation heard a long way off. And yet the more I practised, the less I believed in anything like the realm of spirits we invoked with such assurance.

I had hoped that Mama would be content with regular messages from Alma, but as the autumn advanced and the days grew shorter, the old haunted look crept back into her eyes. How could she be certain, she would ask, that it was really Alma speaking? And why could I not summon her at home? I had tried to forestall this by insisting that the first time had been Alma’s way of drawing us into Mrs Veasey’s circle, but my reassurances sounded hollow even to my own ears. Hearing Alma’s voice was no longer proof enough; my mother wanted to see, to touch, to hold her, and having learned from the other sitters that there were mediums who could make spirits visible, she began to wonder aloud why I would not take her to see one. Mrs Veasey disapproved of manifestations: the use of the cabinet, she would declare in righteous tones, was a sure sign of trickery. This was not an argument I wished to pursue with Mama; I thought of contriving a message from Alma along the lines of ‘Blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have believed’, but I doubted whether it would subdue her craving. And so I decided to attend a manifestation séance myself, in the hope that I might stumble upon someone who could present a convincing Alma to my mother’s fading sight.

Several members of our circle had spoken, though not within Mrs Veasey’s hearing, of a Miss Carver, whose sittings were held in her father’s house in Marylebone High Street. Katie Carver was said to be very pretty, and capable of summoning not only her ‘control’, an equally attractive spirit by the name of Arabella Morse, but a whole troop of them. Only after I had secured my place at a sitting, and handed over a guinea (‘for charitable causes’), did it strike me that I should have given a false name. Miss Lester, the young woman who had taken my money, showed me into a dimly lit room furnished, like our own in Lamb’s Conduit Street, with a large circular table, but richly carpeted. Candles burned upon the table and within an alcove in the far corner. The alcove was about six feet square, with heavy curtains draped from the ceiling to the floor, tied back at the front to show that there was nothing inside except a plain upright chair.

When all the places had been taken (there were, I think, about fifteen of us), Miss Carver herself appeared, and all the gentlemen rose to their feet and bowed. She was certainly pretty; small and buxom and fair, with her hair plaited and wound about her head, and clad in a plain white muslin gown. Miss Lester introduced us one by one; the sitters were more elaborately and expensively dressed than Mrs Veasey’s, but the only name I would recall was that of Mr Thorne, a tall, fair-haired young man sitting across the table from me. Something in his expression – a hint of sardonic amusement? – attracted my attention, and I noticed that Miss Carver looked very hard at him when his turn came to be introduced.

I knew that in these séances the medium sat within the cabinet, but I was surprised when, at a signal from Miss Carver, several of the gentlemen (but not Mr Thorne) accompanied her to the alcove and watched while Miss Lester, using what appeared to be silk scarves, tied her securely to the chair. The knots were examined; the gentlemen returned to their places; Miss Lester extinguished the light in the cabinet, drew the curtains, and asked us all to join hands. ‘You must not break the circle unless a spirit invites you to,’ she said. ‘The manifestations are a great strain for Miss Carver, and she may be harmed if you do not do exactly as instructed.’ She then invited us to sing
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