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      In Socorro’s estimation, there existed two kinds of spinsters: the ones who made drudges of themselves as they strove to be useful additions to their loved ones’ households in order to avoid being cast out into the streets, and the ones who were so entertaining—sometimes even naturally so—that their friends and family fought over who got to host them instead of fighting over who had to.

      Early on in her spinstership—which, if you asked any member of Ciudad Real society, had begun roughly fifteen years before on the eve of her twenty-first birthday, when her lack of suitors turned from concerning to tragic to a grievous personal and moral failure—she resolved to make herself into a third kind of spinster, the kind that was both useful and entertaining and, as such, so indispensable to whichever household made the best hot chocolate that she would always have her pick of places to live.

      To wit—the kind of spinster who hosted seances in the front parlor.

      Modesty aside, it was a stroke of genius. Making contact with the dead was fashionable enough that it didn’t invite censure from the paragons of virtue that ruled society, and scandalous and dangerous enough to lend a whisper of excitement to the proceedings. The fact that she had not a scrap of otherworldly sensitivities didn’t enter into the equation. She had wit, she had a solid ability to read people’s thoughts and desires, and perhaps most useful of all, she had a great deal of theatrical experience.

      “Coco,” her younger, very married and currently outrageously pregnant sister said one morning, “you can’t really mean to hoodwink everyone we know.”

      “It’s only a bit of fun,” Socorro replied airily, taking a sip of the hot liquid—one could hardly call it cocoa—filling her cup. “I won’t ask for payment so no one can claim I’ve defrauded them, I won’t bamboozle the newly bereaved, and I won’t make anyone hand over their family jewels, which is more than I can say for some mediums. In any case, the deed is done. I dropped the merest hint of it yesterday during the Molinas’ garden party and I’ve already got a stack of invitations taller than Manuela Perez’s pompadour.”

      Alicia sighed. “You know you’re welcome to stay here for as long as you like.”

      “Lovely as it is to spend time with you and your frightfully ill-behaved children, I did have my heart set on doing some traveling. Besides,” Socorro added with her characteristic if infrequently applied honesty, “your housekeeper makes the worst cocoa I’ve ever had the displeasure of tasting. How is it that she manages to burn the milk every morning?”

      “I wouldn’t expect less, what with the children’s passion for terrorizing the kitchen. Most days, I’m content that it’s only the milk that’s been burned, rather than the entire household.”

      Socorro gave a horrified shudder. “And that is why I’m picking a home with no children. Or pets. Or any creatures other than reasonable, if slightly gullible, adult humans.”

      “And spirits,” her sister added.

      “I won’t be needing any of those.” Socorro waved a hand in the air. “I’ve my ingenuity, and that will be more than enough.”

      And it might have been, if the household she’d selected hadn’t turned out to be haunted.
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      It was the home of one of her closest friends from childhood, Matilde Gonzalez—Matilde de Pantaleon after her marriage to Daniel Pantaleon, a man whose taste in cooks aligned closely with Socorro’s own. The house itself was fairly new, having been rebuilt after the 1903 earthquake…and the 1899 hurricane…and the floods of ’87.

      Socorro didn’t know whether Matilde’s family was stubborn, persistent, or just particularly dense to have continuously rebuilt on what was obviously a cursed stretch of land, but she was rather glad her friend had inherited the house.

      It had been equipped with all the modern conveniences—that was to say, a lavatory with an occasionally working shower, a telephone in the landing of the staircase that only sometimes refused to connect to the operator, and bright, glaring electrical lights that were set aflicker with the merest hint of a breeze. This was slightly inconvenient, given that the house was situated an eight minutes’ walk from the pristine beach that had turned Santa Lucia del Mar into a bustling resort town, and the occasional breeze was wont to drift in from the sea.

      This deep into the summer season, the bustle was almost a frantic dash of people scurrying from the yacht club to the athletic club to the casinos that had popped up all along Punta Dorada. Socorro neither sailed nor played tennis, but she was a good hand at the betting tables and she was looking forward to perfecting her skills in what remained of August.

      Matilde had confided that this house party would be her last one for a while, as she and her husband intended to rent the house to some European relations who had deluded themselves into thinking winter in the north of the island was actually warm. “They grew up in Paris, so they don’t know any better,” Matilde had explained. “Two of the sisters have dreadful lung afflictions, and their physician said the warm, dry air would help, so I convinced Daniel to let me offer them the house for a year.”

      Socorro briefly entertained the notion of abandoning becoming a medium in favor of developing some sort of ailment, but decided that pretending to be ill was too vile, even for the sake of Julissa’s excellent hot chocolate. So she busied herself with preparations for the seance, which Matilde had scheduled for the hour after dinner when people were too afraid of indigestion to go dancing and too weary of each other after a days in close quarters to want to bother with conversation.

      She had armed herself with gossip about all nine guests—unnecessarily, as it turned out, because only five of them actually attended the seance. (Two of the defectors were young ladies deeply concerned with the frocks they would be wearing to that night’s dance, while the other two were Matilde’s great-aunt, a lady of venerable years whose eyes closed with routine precision every evening at eight-thirty, and the one gentleman whose assignations with Matilde’s brother remained unknown to everyone but Socorro.) The addition of Matilde, Daniel, and herself made eight, a perfect fit for the round table Socorro had instructed be set up in the back veranda. She had spread a length of inky blue fabric over the starched tablecloth—Matilde’s housemaids had a liberal hand with the starch, as Socorro’s frightfully stiff undergarments would attest—and arranged upon it a silver basin filled with water, a brass crucifix, a cluster of red candles and assorted flowers, and fruit and cigars to serve as offerings to the ancestors.

      Her outfit was not perhaps the most mystical, but her new modiste was a genius with tulle and it would have been a crime to eschew the frock for a curandera’s customary all-white ensemble. Candlelight showed Socorro’s dress to its best advantage; the warm glow flickered over the intricate beading, casting sparks of light about and making Socorro look as if she were in constant movement. Its blue silk was overlaid by lengths of gauzy violet fabric, which fell from her shoulders into a skirt that was looser than those in fashion. A dark ring of kohl around her eyes, and she was ready to take center stage.Or, you know, her seat at the table.

      “Well, then my friends,” Socorro asked, once she had instructed her audience to dip their hands in the bowl of water at the center of the table. “Who would you like to contact tonight?”

      “I’d love to speak with my grandmother, if only for a minute.” Matilde looked wistful.

      “Unfortunately, deep emotion clouds the channel between the spirit world and this one.” Socorro’s prickling conscience was responsible for this rule, tempting as it was to give someone reassurance by pretending to speak for their dearly departed. She cast about for an alternative, and immediately landed on the subject around which their conversation had revolved at dinner. “How about a nice pirate instead? There ought to be quite a few of those roaming around, seeing as how Punta Dorada was a pirate stronghold two or three centuries ago.”

      A murmur of approval followed this suggestion.

      “I should like to meet a sixteenth-century pirate,” said the man sitting across from her. He was one of those infuriatingly handsome types who kept a perennial smirk hovering at the corners of his mouth. Socorro privately thought it impossible that a person could find everything so amusing. His name, she recalled, was also infuriating in its rakishness—Javier, a name full of jagged, dangerous consonants that began with an exhalation and ended with a soft, curling trill that evoked the purring of a satisfied cat. Indeed, he looked like a puss who had gotten into the cream when he lifted a lazy shoulder and added, “Or seventeenth—I’m not particular.”

      Socorro beamed, deciding to forgive the man his irritating smile. After all, it wasn’t as though a person could help it if their well-formed lips tugged decidedly to the right. “Very well, then,” she said magnanimously, as if she had not been the one to suggest summoning a pirate. “A pirate it is.” She dropped her voice for the next part, infusing it with a note of mysterious mysticism. “Let us all hold hands and bind our gathering into a circle of energy as we call upon Yemaya to send us one of her brethren, one of the many men the sea has claimed for her own. We call upon Yemaya to send us the spirit of a man who formed a covenant with the sea and surrendered himself to its fathomless depths when the time came. We call upon Yemaya to send us the spirit of the most ferocious pirate who ever roamed the seven seas!”

      Without realizing it, she had closed her eyes as she allowed the rhythm of the words to overtake her. With her last exclamation, her eyes wrenched open and she beheld, just behind Matilde’s chair, an apparition clad in ragged breeches, barefoot, a machete dangling from a sash at its waist.

      It was, undeniably, a pirate.

      “Oh, bother,” Socorro murmured.
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      If there was anything Socorro abhorred, it was when things did not go her way. The appearance of a real ghost when she had been expecting to sail by on her ingenuity was not only unexpected, it was decidedly unwelcome.

      The fact that the creature was a spirit was undeniable. It was transparent enough that Socorro could clearly see the daguerrotype of Matilde’s great-uncle hanging on the wall behind it. Unbothered by Socorro’s gaze, the spirit took a step closer to the table, and Socorro became aware of the scent wafting from it, something redolent of fresh algae and unseasoned, uncooked fish—fish one could not eat was the worst kind, in Socorro’s opinion.

      She wrinkled her nose and almost had an apoplexy when the spirit spoke in response. “Do you imagine you would smell like perfume after haunting a seaside mansion for two centuries?” it snapped, pushing back the rotting brim of its hat to reveal a scowl.

      Gaping was not an activity Socorro was wont to indulge in, but it seemed inevitable at the moment, as she took in the rest of its face and saw not the bearded scoundrel she had expected, but a decidedly feminine countenance with a smooth, slightly pointed chin. Fortunately, the gaping was interrupted by Matilde’s voice. “Coco?” her friend asked uncertainly, tossing a glance behind her shoulder as if in search of what had captivated Socorro’s attention. “Are you all right?”

      With a start, Socorro remembered that she was supposed to be conducting a seance. Leaning in towards the others around the table, she lowered her voice. “Yemaya has accepted our offerings. A spirit walks among us.”

      Daniel cast a look around the room. “A spirit?” he asked in hushed tones.

      “A spirit,” Socorro confirmed. “That of the dreadful pirate known as…Almanegra!”

      “My name is actually Mercedes,” said the pirate, who really was proving to be dreadful, or at least dreadfully impudent, as she leaned an elbow against Daniel’s chair.

      Ignoring this vexingly impolite interruption, Socorro screwed her eyes shut. “Dice el pirata Almanegra…” she began, with effort, as if she were translating the spirit’s words rather than attempting to ignore it. “So says the pirate Almanegra…”

      She peeked. Her audience was enthralled—or, well, at least somewhat interested—save for Javier, of course, whose smile was once again an irritating smirk. Socorro fought the urge to harrumph at him. “So says the pirate Almanegra that one of those gathered in this room lingers on the verge of extreme and abject danger.”

      “Really?” the pirate said, eyes raised. “Who?”

      Javier cocked his head, looking even more amused, as if he had heard the spirit’s remark. “Is that so?”

      “It is so,” Socorro informed him curtly. “Grave and mortal peril.”

      Matilde gave a nervous laugh. “Why, Coco. That sounds awfully grim. Mightn’t we ask the pirate something a trifle more…cheerful?”

      “Messages from beyond cannot be thwarted,” Socorro replied darkly.

      A murmur of
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