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      The murmur of the city and the gentle clip-clop of the horse drifted inside the dark hansom cab as it rocked back and forth.  Clara looked down at her gloved hands.  The black leather encasing her fingers matched the black crepe of her skirt.  The only color came from her fiery-red hair, but she kept it pulled back as tightly as she could, hiding it beneath her black bonnet in the hope the world would leave her alone.  In a few moments, she knew the carriage would stop, and when it did, she would have to begin her new life.

      She felt like her heartbeat had been replaced by the hollow sound of the horse's hooves echoing upon the cobblestones.

      It had been six months since her husband passed away, six months of being haunted by Thomas's memory.  He had died without warning.  He went into the office one day, rested his head upon his desk, and when his partner stopped to ask him if anything was the matter, Thomas was gone.  His heart just stopped, and when it did, it seemed to stop hers, too.  She was left with nothing but a terrible emptiness in her chest, the aching memory of what once lived there.

      Christmas... New Years... all of the excitement that 1890 should have brought…  It was darkness.  Every brick and tile of their home reminded her of their time together.  She expected to see him every time she turned the corner in every room and she could not take it anymore without going mad.  She had to leave.

      Today, she was moving into her own house.  It would be hers, alone.

      If not for the passage of the Women's Property Act only eight years earlier, she would have been destitute and on the street.  Instead, she was able to sell their house and use the proceeds to buy the new building.  She received a pension as his widow, so she knew she would be taken care of until the end of her days.  Thinking back to the years that she and Thomas struggled with their finances, though, scrimping and saving every penny…  She wiped away a tear that  secreted its way onto her cheek.  What use was all the comfort in the world when he was gone?

      The cab turned the corner into the square.  She gazed out the window.  Her new home was at the far end of a pretty green park.  When she bought it, she thought perhaps gazing upon the seasons as trees bloomed and birds were born might be something she could enjoy someday.  But for now, it only reminded her that she had no one to share these tiny miracles with.  They seemed something that must be endured.

      The cab drew up in front of the row house and the driver stepped down to give her his hand.  He took down her bags and set them beside her.  She tipped him and then he climbed back aboard and drove off, leaving her alone on the street.

      The house could be described as a charming two-story residence, matching smartly with its next door neighbors and the other homes lining the square.  Its bricked face and black shutters harkened back to an earlier time.  She’d purchased it for almost a song.  Such a home should have been well beyond her means, but the previous owner, a Lord Horace Oroberg, had been just as anxious to get rid of it as she was to find a new place to live.  A young woman had been found dead there some years before—some  said murdered, others said suicide—but most certainly she died within its walls, which caused it to be difficult to sell.

      Perhaps Clara should have been disturbed by the home's checkered past, but instead, she felt a kinship.  Here was a lovely house, ruined by no fault of its own, and yet the world could no longer look on it the same.  It felt as if this home needed her almost as much as she needed it.

      The door opened, revealing a tall gentleman dressed impeccably in coat and tails.  He was older, his peppered hair slicked neatly across his balding pate.  Behind him emerged an older woman, almost his female twin, in a black dress and apron.

      "Welcome, Mrs. O'Hare," the butler said, bowing politely.  "We are so glad to see you have arrived."  He walked swiftly, helping before Clara could even respond.  "May I take your bags?  Mrs. Nan can get you settled and dressed for dinner."

      Mrs. Nan smiled, welcoming her in.

      "Quite kind of you, Mr. Willard," Clara replied as Mr. Willard gathered her things.  "That would be lovely."

      Mr. Willard let it slip when she first came to look at the house that he and Mrs. Nan had been left behind by Lord Oroberg and were in need of employment.  Though Clara truly only needed a housekeeper, she felt it would be a great unkindness to send Mr. Willard onto the street after so many years of loyal service.  So upon transfer of ownership, Clara engaged them both.

      Clara stepped through the door with Mr. Willard behind her.  She stood for a moment, allowing him to pass and take her things up to her room.  She removed her hat and passed it to Mrs. Nan.  "I shall be upstairs in just a moment.  I would like a few minutes by myself."

      Mrs. Nan gave a nod and followed Mr. Willard to Clara's room.

      Clara stood in the foyer, upon the white and black octagon tile, and let the place sink into her.  Home.  This strange building with all its secrets was to be her home.  To the left was a paneled study, its library shelves empty.  She thought of how Thomas would have delighted in filling them with books of mathematics and poetry.  She could almost envision him sitting at the desk, but she stopped herself.  She did not need to fill this home with ghosts.  To her right was the parlor.  Its sliding doors were open.  The walls were painted a light green instead of the dark, busy wallpaper which was so popular nowadays.  At the end of the hall would be the lonely dining room, where she would have to sit by herself tonight, served by strangers, as kind as they might be, and assume the role and duties of a lady of the house.  She could almost weep.

      She walked up the carpeted, walnut staircase to the room where Mrs. Nan waited.  The staircase wall would be a perfect place to hang portraits of old family members or pastorals painted during a happy holiday.  Clara had rid herself of all those things.  Instead, she brought only the objects which held memories from before Thomas came into her life — ancient furniture owned by her grandparents, the tables and chairs she bought while attending school.  But anything that bore his touch was gone.  She hoped that, somehow, by purging her world of the things which brought on the memories, she could send away some of the pain, too.  She did not yet know if it was of aid.

      The staircase emptied into a windowless hallway.  Gas lamps lit the way for her, their flickering light dancing with the darkness.  The door to her room stood open at the end, ready to welcome her in.  She had chosen a room in the back, in the quiet farthest from the street.  There were several rooms on this floor.  She would keep them for the guests that she would never invite.

      She stepped inside and was pleased that it seemed like staying in a hotel, into someone else's life.  Lord Oroberg left the furnishings and she bought them with the house.  There was a large clothes cupboard, a four-poster bed, a few chairs, a full length mirror, and a dressing table.  Nothing of her own beyond the clothes in her bags, which had been chosen new since the funeral.  She would never need anything other than their black shapes.

      "Can I help you change for dinner, ma'am?" asked Mrs. Nan in her soft, compassionate voice.  "Get you out of those dusty clothes and into something nice and fresh?"

      "That would be lovely.  Thank you," she replied.

      She stood like a child as Mrs. Nan's wrinkled fingers expertly made their way over the buttons running down the back of her gown.  The dress fell stiffly to the floor and Clara stepped out of it.

      "Would you like to sit down with me tomorrow and we can go through the week's menu and schedule?"

      Clara tried to smile, to return this woman's kindness instead of retreating into the detachment where she more comfortably lived.  "I trust your household knowledge to be far superior to mine.  Whatever you did for the family before will be far better than anything I can devise."

      "Such a dear family," Mrs. Nan said.  She clucked her tongue as she hung up Clara's dress.  "Such a tragedy."

      Clara felt her interest raise its head, and for once, the words were not mechanical.  "I heard someone died in this house.  Do you know what happened?"

      Mrs. Nan raised Clara's evening dress and helped her climb inside.  "Aye, I know well enough.  'Twas a member of the house staff, too.  I knew her since she was a wee little child.  Found dead in her rooms almost fifteen years ago.  Some say she turned her hand upon herself, but I never heard of such nonsense.  It was murder, plain and clear.  And the police not even batting an eye!  So happy to walk away and declare the case was closed.  We'll never know who did it.  We'll never know of what evil infiltrated our walls."  Mrs. Nan began fastening the buttons around Clara's neck.  "Such a young thing.  So much of life cut short.  She never even knew love."

      "Perhaps she was the lucky one," said Clara, buttoning her sleeves as Mrs. Nan continued her work down the back.

      Mrs. Nan turned Clara around to face her.  She took a moment, as if trying to decide whether to speak or not.  Finally, motherly, she took Clara's hands in her own and grasped them tight.  "I know from all this black you swathe yourself in, dear, that you lost someone close to your heart.  I know it must feel like the world should end.  But in the years to come, I promise the sun will rise upon a day where you are happy to have known him, grateful for the time you had together.  I promise you."

      Clara could not help it.  Her throat tightened and she feared that her sadness would spill out before she could wrest it back in and hide it away.

      But Mrs. Nan just smoothed back a loosened tendril of Clara's curly red hair and said, "Never feel like you need to hide those tears from me, duck.  I've known my share of love and loss, and I know.  I know…"  Mrs. Nan brushed back a tear from her own eye.  "Now... Mr. Willard should have the dinner on, if you're ready."

      Clara nodded and followed after Mrs. Nan.  She hoped that someday she would be grateful for her time with Thomas.  She hoped someday that the housekeeper's words would come true.  But right now, she would have given up knowing him at all if it meant she did not have to live with this broken heart.
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      Dinner was quiet.  Mr. Willard served Clara with the polite deference of his station.  She wished there was not a wall between them almost as much as she was glad she had societal excuses not to make idle chat.  Navigating the world of the living with its niceties and inane  ramblings left her exhausted, when once upon a time it was what she lived for.  Before Thomas's passing, she was gladly the center of attention at any get-together.  He had reveled in her spirit, watched her admiringly from across the room as her wit caused peals of laughter.  He spoke often and proudly of the way she made others feel welcome with just a word and a touch.  Now she felt old and useless, and nothing but hollow sounds left her mouth.

      She could tell that Mrs. Nan had worked hard to make the meal, and she ate as much as she could to seem grateful for the effort, but was only too happy when she could excuse herself from the table and make her way upstairs to her bedchambers where she could say goodbye to another day.  She supposed that if anyone were to listen to her thoughts, they would seem morbid, they would probably throw her in an asylum and toss away the key, but she looked forward to the night.  She looked forward to placing her head upon her pillow and closing her eyes, knowing that as soon as she fell asleep, she had one less day to live, and was one day closer to being reunited with Thomas.  The only thing that got her through living was knowing the day would come when she would not have to do it anymore.  She would suffer through until the end and welcome it with open arms when it arrived.  Her only prayer now consisted of four words:  Let it be soon.

      Mrs. Nan helped her into her white cotton gown and extinguished the gas lamps in the room.  Clara put her head upon her pillow, and as soon as the door closed, let the tears fall as they had every night for six months.  Sometimes she felt as if Thomas were so close, he was almost in the room with her.  But he was not here.  She tried so hard to chase every shadow of him away and yet, as she lay there in the darkness, she could not help the memories of him which filled her mind.  She could not keep away the pain.

      She closed her eyes and hoped for dreams of reunion, of warmth and comfort.  Too many nights passed with darkness, with confusing images of chasing something down a dark hallway and never being able to find it, whatever it was.

      But tonight, as she dreamt of running down that same dark hallway, she thought she heard someone softly whispering her name, someone calling out, "Clara."

      It was enough to make her open her eyes and sit up in bed.

      The room was frigid, so cold that Clara could see her breath before her face.  She shivered and clutched the bedcover to her chin.  She was not sure what was real and what was not.  She could see the glowing embers in the grate, and yet, the room felt like February.  The curtains blew gently and the moon bathed everything in an unearthly blue light.  She leapt out of bed, sure that somehow one of the windows must have come open.  But they were all closed and locked.

      And then the moonlight disappeared, and with it, the heat returned.  Clara looked around, becoming more and more aware of her surroundings.  She pinched herself and was reassured of her reality.  It had all been a dream, some strange night terror.  Sleep walking was almost a nightly occurrence in the weeks after Thomas's death, but she thought she had moved on.  She tried to comfort herself with the fact she was now awake and everything was fine, but she was filled with a strange sense of foreboding.  She looked over to the window and touched it, as if to convince herself that it was closed.

      She walked back over to the bed and climbed beneath the covers.  There were no strong arms there to soothe her, to tell her she was safe and all she needed to do was close her eyes and the morning would come.  Though she tried to seek out sleep, it seemed to have decided that she would not get a second visit.  Instead, Clara was left staring at the ceiling all night, sadly realizing that despite all her efforts, nothing had changed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      "Did you sleep well, ma'am?" Mr. Willard asked.

      Clara sat in the dining room.  She tested the head of the tea Mr. Willard had just poured.  Mrs. Nan made her a most excellent breakfast.  Clara was sure it must have been to try and show her new mistress all that she was capable of.  Clara wished that she were not so tired so that she could be more appreciative.  She took a bite from her toast.  "Unfortunately, no.  I had the strangest dream," she replied, "and it kept me up the rest of the night."

      "Really?" he said with polite sympathy.

      "I dreamt someone called my name, and then that one of the windows was open.  In this dream, my room was so frightfully cold, it felt like going into a winter snowstorm without a wrap.  It seemed so real, I actually got out of bed to close the pane, but the window was closed."

      Mr. Willard fumbled the tongs, and they clanked upon the platter.  His face turned red in embarrassment.  "Apologies."

      "None needed, Mr. Willard."

      He brought the plate over.  "This house can become quite drafty at night," he said as she helped herself to some eggs.  "I shall make sure that we heat your bed extra warm tonight."

      "Oh, it is quite all right.  I am afraid that since my late husband's death, sleep has not been my friend.  The fact I rested at all is a sign of the comfort and safety you and Mrs. Nan have made me feel here."

      She wondered how cruel his former employer had been, for just those few kind words made him practically beam with pride.  He was quick to hide it, but she saw.  He immediately seemed to want to prove her faith well-founded and fussed.  "Still, it will not do at all.  We shall make sure to send you to bed with warm milk tonight and see if we can't chase away those dreams."

      "That would be lovely," Clara said.  She pushed back from the table.  "Please tell Mrs. Nan that breakfast was wonderful and she has set the bar quite high.  Now, I feel the need for a bit of a stroll.  If you will please excuse me."

      "Of course, ma'am."  Mr. Willard followed her to the door.  From out of nowhere, he somehow had her hat, parasol, gloves, and purse in hand and ready.  He passed them one-by-one to her as she put them on.  "Shall we expect you home for lunch?"

      Clara stared outdoors, unsure of her answer.  She realized she had no place to be.  No one to visit.  No errands to run.  All was taken care of, and she wondered if she should even go outside at all.  It would be so much easier to close the shades and sit in the darkness.  She looked over at Mr. Willard, and realized that she did not want such a kind and caring soul to see her in such weakness.  Already she knew that he would not let her hide.  He would take her gloomy spirit personally, as some sort of failing on his part, and that would not do at all.  She managed a stiff smile, as if somehow she could cover the terror she felt about finding a way to pass all the hours ahead of her.  "No... no, I believe that I shall be out all day.  I shall return tonight for dinner," she replied.

      He gave her a bow.  "Very well.  We shall be sure to have something warm and delicious waiting for you by six o'clock."

      She nodded.  "Thank you, Mr. Willard."

      And then she stepped out into the sunlight.
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      The hours seemed to stretch inexorably before her, each moment ticking by painfully slow.  Usually, she would just lie in bed, waiting for another day to pass.  She had not even realized that it was spring.  She wandered down to the public park, buying herself a bag of crumbs to feed to the ducks.  They seemed appreciative and clamored about her until the bag was empty, and then were gone as quickly as they appeared.  She watched as couples strolled and children played.  She slipped through them like a ghost.  None even acknowledged her presence.  Her gown of black seemed a camouflage which hid her from joy-filled eyes.  She tried to find interest in gazing upon the blooming tulips and daffodils.  She wandered into the zoo, but the bears and tigers were sleeping in their cages.  She sat upon a bench and realized that it was barely noon.

      She left the park and walked along the boulevard, its wide lanes filled with trolley cars and hansom cabs.  There were shops whose windows were filled with trinkets, but nothing which tempted her to go in.  She was caught in a crowded clump of businessmen as the lunch hour struck and, uncaring, let herself be swept along.  She could barely see over their shoulders, when suddenly, out of the corner of her eye, she saw a man hurry by.

      “Thomas?” she whispered.  She knew it could not be him, but this man’s shape, his coloring, his carriage... for a moment she wondered if Thomas’s death could have been all a terrible misunderstanding.  She rushed to catch up, trying to push her way politely through the throng.  But by the time she broke free, he was gone.

      Her heart fell as she stood there, a passerby jostling her elbow.  She lifted her eyes as she tried to force down the disappointment, and they fell upon the marquee for a vaudeville house.  It seemed a godsend.  For the cost of a single coin, she could sit quietly in a chair for as long as she wished with no one to trouble her.  She would have a good answer when Mr. Willard or Mrs. Nan asked how she spent her day.  Whether she was amused by the acts or not made no difference.  She could escape, she could hide in the crowd, and be as alone as she wished in plain sight.

      Gladly, she paid the booth and clutched her ticket.  She walked into the lobby and purchased a paper cone filled with peanuts.  She walked into the theater with its velvet seats and curtains.  It was busy, but by no means full.  She found a seat in the back and far from any other guests.  She sat down, feeling as if she could breathe for the very first time all day.

      The performers were talented, first a brother-and-sister duo who sang and danced their way across the stage.  Then an acrobat troop that tumbled and juggled.  A diva stepped into the limelight and sang a song of sorrow.  Clara could tell the woman had no idea what it meant.

      The master of ceremonies took the stage after the diva, clapping enthusiastically as he tried to rally the audience from their stupor.  "And now, ladies and gentlemen, we ask that those faint of heart leave the premises.  Our next act shall tear aside the veil of life and death, shall reveal to you the mysteries of the world beyond!  Please join me in welcoming one of the most powerful mediums of our age, Wesley Lowenherz!"

      A man stepped onto the stage.  He was tall, with a square jaw and broad shoulders.  He had auburn curly hair which extended into the longer sideburns that were all the rage in fashionable circles.  Beyond that, Clara could not make out his face.  The footlights threw strange shadows upon him and the greasepaint morphed his features.  There was something about him, though.  Something strange yet familiar.  It was not his appearance, it was him.  It made no sense, but Clara sat forward in her chair.

      "Ladies and gentlemen," Wesley began.  "I come before you to reunite you with loved ones passed.  To answer your questions of life and death.  I come not to bring pain, but to bring healing, to give hope to the hopeless and to let you know you are not alone."  He lifted his forefingers to either side of his temples and closed his eyes.

      Clara's heart caught in her throat.  She knew what he was going to say before he said it, but sat paralyzed as the words came out.

      "Is there someone here who has lost a loved one?  A gentleman perhaps?  I am sensing a letter.  ‘T’.  A name that begins with ‘T’?"

      It was all that Clara could do to not leap from her seat, to beg him to tell her more.  It was equally as impossible to keep from fleeing the theater, to run from this man who could see more than what a man should see.  She did not want to share her loneliness and misery before a paying crowd, those who would dismiss a message from her Thomas as nothing but a charlatan's trick.  And yet, if it was her Thomas, if it was her one opportunity to speak to him when he left her so all alone...  She was frozen by fear and uncertainty.

      "A gentleman whose name begins with a ‘T’?"

      She felt her hand beginning to raise, the ache to call out that yes, it was her, this message was for her, rose in her throat, but just as she summoned the courage, a woman close to the stage stood up.  "Toby?  Is it my Toby come to say hello to his old mum?"

      The man held out his hand.  "Indeed, Madame!  Toby!  Please, join me on the stage so that I may give you the message he has traveled from the grave to bring to you!"

      Clara did not know whether the feeling which struck her heart was relief or terrible sadness.  She clapped dutifully with the rest of the audience as the old woman toddled up the stairs.  The rest of the act was a blur as Clara gathered her things, suddenly desperate to be away from there.

      She rose from her seat and made her way to the aisle.  Just as she was about to leave, Wesley held out his hands.  "Wait!  Another message has come!"

      She turned and it seemed as if he were looking straight at her, even though she knew he could not see into the darkness of the audience beyond the haze of the footlights.  Still, he seemed to almost lock eyes with her as he said, "There is a woman here tonight.  You know who you are.  And your loved one says, 'Do not fear to live and love again, for watching your sadness is worse than death.  Do not die while you are still alive, my love.'"

      And with that, Clara fled.
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      She arrived home in a daze.  She knew that Mr. Willard spoke with her, that Mrs. Nan prepared a lovely dinner, that somehow she was led up to her room and dressed for bed.  Mrs. Nan ran a metal pan filled with coals over her sheets to make them toasty, and a warm glass of milk sat on the bed table which she dutifully drank.  She lay down, the words of that stage medium still ringing in her head.  She could barely remember his name, and yet the way he looked at her, the way he knew... she could not believe that the message was for anyone but her.  She could not believe that it was anything but a message from Thomas.

      He wanted her to live and love again.

      "How, my love?" she asked the darkness.  "How do you expect me to go on without you?"

      But tonight, she did not cry herself to sleep as she had every night for the past six months.  Tonight, she curled on her side and thought of the words given to her.  If Thomas was here beside her, she would never wish to trouble him, to make him feel that her sadness was worse than death.

      She did not realize that she fell asleep.  Instead, she fell into the dream with Thomas's words repeating themselves again and again in her mind.

      And then she saw him.  She opened her eyes and he was sitting in the chair by the fire, watching her sleep.  He looked like he did when they first met, so young and strong.  His dark blonde hair was combed neatly, the sides short from where she had trimmed it herself.  He was muscle and sinew in the smoldering embers.  She could gaze upon him forever, at his high cheekbones and strong nose and perfectly square jaw.  She thought every inch of him perfection, even that terrible mustache she always teased that they must shave someday.

      "I miss you," she whispered.

      He smiled and in that smile was all the love that they had shared together over the years.  "Watching your sadness is worse than dying.  Do not die while you are still alive, my love.  Do not fear to live and love again, Clara."

      "I knew that it was you," she said.  "I knew you were trying to talk to me earlier."

      "Then listen," he replied.

      "I do not want to live without you," she confessed.

      He crossed to the bed, but it did not move as he sat upon the mattress next to her.  "Love again, and soon, my Clara.  Have no fear of letting me go."

      "It hurts."

      "Then let someone help heal your pain.  Let someone remind you why living can be a joy.  Let someone see that spark of yours that I found irresistible.  Love.  And know that it is what I want for you..."  He reached out, as if to touch her cheek.  "Live... and love... for me..."

      "I shall try..." she whispered, aching for just one moment more.

      But before he could reach her, he disappeared.  Instead, she was running, running down that same dark hallway.  Only this time, a terrible wind was blowing, was grasping at her and trying to knock her off her feet.  She knew there were things in the darkness.  She could see their red, glowing eyes.  She could make out their terrible shapes.  But still she ran.

      Suddenly, a feminine voice cut through the terror.  "Clara," the girlish voice called.  "Clara, I need your help!"

      Clara stopped in the maze, listening for the voice to lead her where she needed to go.

      "Clara..." came the whisper again.

      Clara opened her eyes.  The room was bathed in a dim blue light, almost too dim to see.  Clara sat up in her bed and asked, "Who said that?"

      The form appeared as if Clara was looking at the surface of a glassy lake and something was floating up from the bottom.  As it became clearer, the blue glow in the room became stronger until Clara could see everything as if it were bright as day.  But as the light grew, the temperature dropped, and Clara found herself shivering and her eyes watering from the cold.  Still the form came until Clara could see it was a girl with a face as round and pale as the moon.  She was younger than Clara, perhaps fourteen or fifteen years old.  She was plump and healthy, dressed in a gauzy purple dress, but her skin was unearthly white.  Her strawberry blonde hair was braided and pinned to her head, and she looked at Clara with shy uncertainty.

      It was at this moment that Clara realized her eyes were open and they were actually seeing this strange apparition.  It wasn't just some dream.  She crawled to the edge and looked down.  This stranger was floating.

      Clara screamed.

      She leapt out of bed and ran into the hallway.  Almost immediately, she heard pounding steps from the floors below.  Mr. Willard and Mrs. Nan raced towards her, Mr. Willard carrying a fireplace poker and Mrs. Nan carrying a light.

      "What is it, ma'am?" he asked, ready to face whatever had made Clara scream.

      Clara pointed at her room, her heart pounding, unable to form complete sentences.  "There is a girl.  She is dressed in purple.  She is floating.  In my room!"

      Mr. Willard and Mrs. Nan looked at one another, exchanging a strange glance.  Mr. Willard took the lamp, squared his shoulders and walked into the room.  Mrs. Nan scooped Clara into her arms to give her comfort, and Clara was grateful for the warmth.  Mr. Willard came out, the poker lowered and his stance much more relaxed.  "I looked in every corner and checked everywhere, ma'am.  I believe your midnight visitor has gone."

      Clara looked at Mrs. Nan in confusion and walked into the room.  Mr. Willard had spoken the truth.  There was no one there.  She turned to the two.  "But I saw her!"

      Mrs. Nan patted Clara's hand and led her to bed.  She helped her get her legs under the covers and tucked her in.  She brushed back Clara's hair and said, "I know you did.  She was just a dream, though.  Go to sleep and try to forget all about her.  I have a feeling she will not be back tonight."

      Clara stared at where the girl had stood.  "I know she was here.  I saw her.  She was right there."

      Mrs. Nan and Mr. Willard made for the doorway.  "Of course you did," Mrs. Nan reassured.  "We'll figure it all out in the morning."

      And then the two closed her door.

      Clara lay awake, staring at the ceiling.  She wasn't one to tell tales, to be frightened by nightmares.  She wondered if she was losing her mind, if perhaps it had all been too much and now she was not only condemned to this living, but condemned to hallucinations and flights of fancy.

      She rolled over so that she did not have to look at where the girl stood.  Try as she might, though, she was unable to fall asleep.  The girl's pleas for help rang in her ears as true as when the girl spoke them.  Clara kept glancing over to check to see if it was just a trick of the darkness, but the girl did not reappear and everything seemed as it was.

      Clara knew better, though.
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      Mr. Willard placed the plate before her, a light breakfast of poached eggs and toast.  Clara fought to keep her eyes open. The remaining night had been spent wide awake, and she was feeling the effects of it today.

      "I apologize for waking you, Mr. Willard," she said.

      He gave her a bow and said in his gruff voice, "No need to apologize.  A new home oftentimes can create strange dreams.  I must confess, I was glad it was nothing more.  My ability to chase off ruffians with a poker has, I am afraid, decreased with my age."

      Clara picked up her tea cup and took a sip.  "We shall have to get you a pistol then."

      "And my eyesight is even worse."

      Clara imagined Mr. Willard firing blindly in his dressing gown and chuckled.

      "It is good to see a smile on your face, ma'am," he said.

      She nodded, suddenly aware that the corners of her mouth had turned up for a moment.  It was a strange feeling.  It was no more than a polite chuckle, but even that was something she had not done for awhile.  "I owe you my thanks again, it seems," she replied.

      Mr. Willard did not say any more.  Instead he changed the subject.  "Do you have plans for the day, ma'am?"

      She shook her head.  "Not really.  I will most likely need to have a lie down this afternoon."

      "Well, we shall have to have a talk with your dreams and tell them not to wake you this time."

      "Mr. Willard?" she asked.

      "Yes, ma'am?"

      "Have you ever seen a ghost?"

      He became very still and lowered his tray upon the sideboard.  He did not look at her as he spoke, as if hiding something he did not feel someone should see.  "I cannot say, ma'am."

      "You have, haven't you...?" she pressed, not letting him disappear into the falsehood he was trying to spin.

      "Like I said, my eyesight is not as it once was, and the mind often plays tricks."

      "Tell me what you saw, Mr. Willard," Clara asked as she spooned her egg.

      He stood stiffly with his hands clasped behind his back.  He stared straight ahead.  "Once I thought I saw a girl with brown hair, almost a child-like creature, in the hallway.  I was hanging a mirror and thought I saw her out of the corner of my eye.  I looked in the mirror, though, and saw nothing.  I looked again to where I thought she had been standing and she was gone.  It was probably only a shadow."

      "How strange," said Clara.  "Nothing else?"

      "No, ma'am.  She disappeared and I went about my business."

      "Thank you for confiding in me, Mr. Willard."

      Her gratitude seemed to put him at ease, this shared moment of secrets opening a door of friendship which perhaps had not been opened before.  He smiled at her.  "Do not worry about your midnight visitor.  I shall look into the matter and make sure that it never happens again."

      "How can you swear that I shall never dream of her again, Mr. Willard?  You are a most excellent butler, but I do not believe anyone is that good."

      "Perhaps it was the dinner which you ate so close to bedtime.  A bit too much salt or the wrong combination of dishes.  I shall talk to Mrs. Nan about adjusting the menu so that only sweet dreams fill your head."

      Clara finished her egg and dabbed her lips with her napkin.  "A most excellent suggestion, Mr. Willard.  Will you see to it for me?"

      "Of course, ma'am."

      "You must call me Clara," she said boldly.

      "Of course... Mistress Clara, ma'am."

      She smiled and rose from the table.  "Now, I believe I shall get outside for my stroll before the day gets before me."

      "That sounds like a most excellent idea, ma'am."

      He made to follow her to the door, but she stopped him.  "I shall have Mrs. Nan fetch my things.  You have quite enough to do tidying up after my breakfast."

      "Very good, ma'am."

      She found herself giving him another smile.  It seemed rude not to return the goodwill that he bore towards her.  She stepped into the foyer and called, "Mrs. Nan!  Could you bring me my hat and gloves?"

      The housekeeper did not respond, so Clara decided to go upstairs and get them herself.

      But as she walked down the hallway, she was struck with a wash of cold.  It was as if someone had taken a bucket of ice water and poured it over her head.  It reminded her of that cold she felt the night before and instinctively, she looked for the girl in purple.  Fear clenched her heart and filled her with foreboding.  She could feel its beat pounding in her chest.  Her mind screamed at her to fly, to run as far and as fast as she could, but all she could manage was a single step.  And suddenly the cold was gone.  Her pulse returned to normal.  The impending doom melted like sugar in water.  She turned back and held out her hand into the space where she just stood and could feel the biting cold of that one spot.  Clara walked swiftly to her room to fetch her things and when she came back, edged her way around the area.

      Mr. Willard was carrying out the breakfast tray when she reached the ground floor once again.

      "Mr. Willard?  Have you ever found particularly cold places here in this house?"

      He nodded knowingly.  "Indeed, ma'am.  There are some spots that are quite drafty.  It seems as if it is winter in one or two corners.  Nothing to worry yourself about, ma'am."

      "There was one spot in the middle of the hallway," said Clara, pointing at where she had just been.  She thought she saw a look of mild irritation cross Mr. Willard's face, not towards her, but almost towards the location of the cold, the way one might look upon finding a broken shingle on a roof or peeling paint upon a board.

      "This house," he muttered.  "I shall make sure she moves."

      "I am sorry, Mr. Willard.  Did you say 'she'?"

      The faraway look in his eyes disappeared and he shook his head.  "Apologies.  I was thinking of your midnight visitor.  I meant that I shall make sure we see to the draft."

      He stepped down the hallway to take the tray into the kitchen.  Clara watched him as he went, wondering if there was perhaps more to her dream than met the eye, and that Mr. Willard meant that 'she' more than he was letting on.
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      Clara settled into her bed, exhausted from so many nights of so little sleep.

      The day had passed quietly with no great excitement.  She strolled the neighborhood in the morning, pausing to look into shop windows and admire the small garden in front of her house.  Curiously, she found herself wandering past the vaudeville house and checking the marquee for the medium.  She hated that she had not spoken up during his show and hoped for another chance.  Mr. Lowenherz's name was not on the program, though, so she continued on.  She returned indoors in the afternoon to explore her new home and rearranged the few things that she brought from her old place.  She attempted to nap and failed.  And then she sat and waited for the hours to pass.

      Dinner was another lovely meal.  Chicken glazed with a sweet orange sauce, dessert a small cake with fresh cream.  She saw that Mr. Willard meant it quite literally when he said he would ensure her dreams were sweet tonight.

      And then the blessed hour of bedtime arrived and once again, she surrendered to the embrace of her pillows.  She swaddled herself in her blankets and nestled in.  Her eyes closed as the clock struck ten.

      "Clara..." whispered a voice.

      She was aware of the chimes ringing out midnight.  Slowly, sleepily, she lifted her lids.  The bedroom was bathed in that same blue light and the girl stood in the corner reaching out to her.  The cold returned, causing Clara's teeth to chatter, and perhaps it was more fear than cold that caused her to shake.  But this time, she did not scream.  Instead, she asked, "What do you want from me?"

      The girl waved at her to follow as she passed through the door of the bedroom.  There was a part of Clara's mind which wanted to pretend that this was a dream.  Or if her mind accepted that it was real, that same part wanted to pretend it was a thief, an intruder of some sort, perhaps a child who lived in the attic and came down to scare her at midnight.  But watching the specter pass through the door without opening it would allow her to deny it no longer.

      She was seeing a ghost.

      Upon the ghost's exit, the room's temperature immediately returned to normal.  Clara half hoped she could just stay in bed and pretend that nothing had happened.  But then the ghost's hand came through the door, and she curled one delicate, glowing finger and Clara knew she must follow.

      Clara wrapped herself in her robe and slid her feet into her slippers.  She crept to the door and opened it.  The hallway was dark, except for the ghost's unearthly glow at the far end.  Clara steeled her courage and stepped forward.

      How funny that she would long so much for the afterlife, and here in this moment, she would do anything to escape from it, she thought.  She wondered if perhaps her Thomas walked the halls of their old home and felt a pang of regret for leaving.  She would do anything in her power to see his face again, living or dead.

      She wondered how this young girl had passed, who it was that mourned her loss.  Certainly it could not have happened from peaceful means.  Though she knew nothing about ghosts besides the stories told in the dark as a child, the fact this one seemed so persistent in her desire to show Clara something, she had to believe there was unfinished business to attend to.

      Clara rested her hand upon the wall of her home and was suddenly filled with a sense of such peace.  She thought back upon that original sense of kinship with this place and knew that no harm would come to her within its walls.

      The ghost continued its journey down the steps and turned into the study.  The foyer plunged into darkness as the ghost's light disappeared and Clara was forced to find her way in the pitch black.

      She finally stepped into the room and the ghost was pointing at a piece of art upon the wall.  It was a hunting painting left by the previous owner.  It was hinged on one side and hid the house's wall safe where Clara put her important documents.

      The ghost continued to point at it.

      "Is it something with the painting?" Clara asked.

      The ghost shook her head and pointed again.

      "Something in the safe?"

      The ghost nodded, a look of relief upon her face.

      "I heard you say my name and say that you needed my help.  Can you not tell me what it is that you want?"

      The ghost's lips moved, but they made no sound.  Frustration crossed her face and she became more and more agitated.

      Clara held up her hands to calm her.  "Please do not fret.  I shall open the safe and then you may show me what you need."

      But when Clara placed her hand upon the picture, the clock in the hallway struck a quarter past the hour.  As the last chime rang, the ghost disappeared.

      Clara stood in the darkness in confusion and silence before fumbling her way to a candlestick and lighting it in the banked embers in the fireplace.  She did not know what to make of what just happened.  She called out, "I do not know if you are still here, but I can no longer see you.  I shall look inside the safe and see if I can hazard out your clues.  I promise I shall help you rest."

      Clara placed the candlestick on a nearby table as she returned to the picture.  She swung the frame from the wall and slowly spun the dial of the safe.  It took a few attempts, for it was still new and the numbers were not yet familiar.  The door finally opened and Clara removed the papers.

      They were merely legal documents which would be a shame to lose if someone were to break into her house.  Her marriage certificate.  Thomas's death certificate.  Her accounting records.  The deed to the house.

      Clara's hand paused upon this document.  The home was purchased through a broker and she, herself, had never spoken to the previous owner.  She looked at the name --- Lord Horace Oroberg.  If strange things were going on, perhaps those who lived here before had experienced it, too.

      Clara looked up from the paper.  She wondered about the girl who was found dead in this home.  She wondered if she was the ghost that Clara saw.  Or if the reason she died was because this ghost led her to her doom.

      There was only one way to find out.  Clara took the deed over to the desk, each step filling her with more certainty.  Tomorrow, she would call on Lord Oroberg and she would inquire whether he ever experienced an unwanted houseguest while he lived under this roof.
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      She stood at the front door of the home, her resolve to meet Horace Oroberg swiftly fading.  The manor and its grounds were remarkably beautiful.  About an hour outside of the city, she had taken the train and then the lovely weather made her decide to walk the country roads to the house.  Upon arrival, she wished she had taken a cab so as to appear as if she belonged.  A long gravel driveway led to the covered entry, perfect for guests arriving by carriage to step out without worrying about the elements.  The gardens were immaculately tended, each hedge perfectly square, each blade of grass in its place.  She looked down upon her black dress, now dusty from her travels and hoped she would not receive an immediate dismissal.

      She reached to the handle of the doorbell and bravely pulled it.  She waited for several minutes, knowing that the house staff most likely had an enormous distance to cross in order to open the door.

      Finally, a tall, thin butler peered through the glass.  The door swung open and he looked down upon her with such refined distaste, she could barely stop herself from saying she had come to the wrong home and apologize for troubling him.

      But she did stand her ground.  "Hello.  Many apologies for calling without an appointment.  I was wondering if Lord Horace Oroberg was available."

      The butler sniffed.  "And who may I ask is calling?"

      She fumbled through her purse and then handed him her calling card.  "Mrs. Clara O'Hare.  I purchased a home in town from him and had a matter I needed to discuss."

      "A matter?"

      "Nothing unpleasant, I promise.  Just a point of... interest... about the home.  I was hoping I might have an opportunity to ask him about its history and something I have come across."

      The butler inclined his head slightly.  "Please wait and I will see if the master is available."

      The door closed and Clara was left standing on the front step.  She tried not to show how uncomfortable and out of place she felt.  She whispered to herself.  "Oh, Thomas.  If you were here, you would never have let some butler leave you waiting on a stoop."

      Finally, the door opened again.  The butler stepped aside and said, "Please come in. Follow me."

      The interior of the home was larger than any place Clara had been before.  The ceiling extended two stories up.  The staircase swooped and the balcony was open, overlooking the foyer.  Large potted ferns stood upon marble pedestals.  Paintings of ancestors gone by hung from the darkly paneled walls.  The butler stopped in front of a double door and opened it.

      Clara stepped inside.  It was a study, but probably four times the size of the one in her own home.  A desk stood at the far end.  Several couches were set up around a fireplace.  A man rose from his seat upon her entrance.  He was an older gentleman, heavyset with the middle aged spread of a man who enjoyed liquor and fine dining.  His light brown, graying hair was parted down the middle and swept into two curls on either side of his forehead.  His lip sported a walrus-like mustache, which he smoothed before removing his pince-nez from his nose.

      The butler announced, "Mrs. Clara O'Hare."

      "Thank you, Gilbert.  Please have some tea brought in straight away!  I’m sure this young lady is quite in need of refreshment."  The man stepped forward with his hand outstretched to her.  "A pleasure to meet you, Mrs. O'Hare."

      "Lord Oroberg?" she asked, trying not to presume.

      "At your service."  His large hand wrapped around hers like she was but a child.  "But please, call me Horace.  Jolly good to finally meet you!  Lovely to put a name to a person!  How is the old place?  I hear from my lawyer that you are settled in."

      He motioned for her to sit.  She lowered herself upon a slipper chair beside the fire as the door opened once again.  A tray filled with tea and cookies appeared.  The maid poured for both Horace and Clara before disappearing.

      "So, tell me.  What can I do for you today?" he asked.

      Clara picked up the tea, trying to keep the cup from clattering on the saucer.  Her hands were trembling and she knew she would look like a fool before this man.

      "Tell me, did you ever experience anything strange in that house?" she asked nonchalantly.

      "Strange?  How?"

      She took a sip.  Despite knowing that it was of the utmost importance to learn what the ghost was trying to tell her if she ever hoped for an undisturbed night, she began to doubt her reasoning in the bright light of day.  "I fear you will take me for a fool."

      "What could you ever say that would make me think such a lovely woman as yourself is a fool?" he laughed.

      There was a glint in his eye which gave Clara courage.  Something which seemed to indicate he might have some personal knowledge of the matter which brought her here.

      "I awoke to see a strange figure.  A girl.  I at first dismissed it as a dream.  But the vision returned again last night and whether my imagination or... something else... I was led to believe you might be of aid."

      Horace put down his cup and leaned forward, one hand upon his thigh and his face alight in excitement.  "You saw her then?"

      Clara nodded.  "I believe so."

      Horace slapped his knee.  "I knew it!  I knew it.  Tell me, what did she look like?"

      "A young girl.  Red hair.  She wore a purple gown."

      "That's her all right!" he exclaimed.  He sat back and stared at the ceiling.  "So many years, and you were the one to see her.  I knew that we were not alone in that house."

      Clara put down her cup.  "I am sorry.  Could you please elaborate?"

      But he was too excited to hear her words.  Instead he got up and began pacing around.  "You must be very in tune to be able to actually see her.  To see her!  Oh, what will the others say?  You must come with us this weekend!  That is what you must do!"

      "I am sorry...?" she questioned, not following his train of thought at all.

      "Sorry?  There is nothing to be sorry about!  You are a sensitive and the answer to our problems!  Say you will come!"

      "Come where?"

      "I will send my soon-to-be daughter-in-law, Violet Nero, to call on you tomorrow and invite you along, just so that you know things are on the up-and-up."

      "Please, Lord Oroberg..."

      "Horace!  You must call me Horace!"

      "Horace, please tell me what it is that is going on."

      "Why, a séance, of course!"

      "A séance?"

      "Of course!"

      "Why would I want to attend a séance?" Clara asked, a strange thrill coursing through her body.

      Horace sat down before her once again.  "Because you saw a ghost.  An honest to goodness ghost.  A ghost who led you here.  To me!  Don't you want to know why?  There are many of us who have had such encounters, people who long for death and yet are not allowed to cross the veil from this living world.  Our time may not yet have come, but we feel sympathy with those who have gone before us.  They reach out to us almost as much as we reach out to them.  I have brought together such friends to explore our experiences.  I have hired a medium of excellent repute to come to my home in the north country.  So many have said that they have felt and seen things in this particular house of mine.  I must know!  I must know if it is true!"

      "But I saw the ghost in my house."

      "So, we need to see if it is just that house, or if you are able to see ghosts everywhere.  And if you are able to see ghosts anywhere... well... you would have my deepest admiration and regard."

      "But I do not know if I want to know if I can see ghosts everywhere," she protested.

      "Of course you do!  We are all searching for answers, and you, my dear, are the closest that any of us have come.  The ghost led you here.  On this day of all days!  Not a week before or a week later, but today!  Not twenty-four hours since I employed this medium.  It must have been for a reason.  This is the only reason I can think of!  You must come spend the weekend with us.  Say that you will!"

      Clara sat for a moment in silence.  True, she had only come for answers about the girl in lilac, but Horace's excitement was contagious.  What if she did have some gift?  What if this medium could somehow teach her?  What if she did not have to wait until death to see her Thomas again?

      It was this final thought which caused her to say, "I will look forward to meeting your daughter-in-law, Miss Nero, tomorrow, and if we feel a spirit of friendship between us, I shall indeed look forward to a pleasant weekend in the north country meeting this medium of yours.  I thank you kindly for your invitation and hospitality."

      Horace raised his fist in the air in triumph.  "Bully!  It shall be a splendid time for all!"
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      Clara sat in her front sitting room.  The mid-morning light was pale, but pleasant.  Not so dim that it demanded the gas lights be lit, but not so bright that the room became uncomfortably warm.  The sound of each passing carriage filled her with both excitement and dread.  What would this Violet woman be like?  Would they be instant kindred spirits, or would she cause Clara to regret her impetuous decision?  Clara played with her wedding band, remembering a time when meeting strangers was a joy.  She wondered how it came to be that she became so fearful of her life, how it became so normal to hide indoors.  Strangely, it was now her home that became the most unsafe of all, with midnight visitors of the other world variety.

      A carriage stopped in front of the house.  Clara willed herself not to run to the window to catch a secret glimpse.  She heard the front door ring and Mr. Willard's steadfast steps calmly walking down the hall.  She heard the door open and murmuring voices.  She adjusted her skirts and tucked her hair nervously.

      The door to her sitting room opened and Mr. Willard announced the guest.  "Miss Violet Nero."

      In walked the soon-to-be daughter-in-law of Horace Oroberg.  She was a wan creature, almost more bird than human.  Her frame was as delicate as a wren.  Her large eyes were dark and sunken and her pale skin seemed to almost have a bluish tinge.  Her brown hair was pulled back and hung in sausage curls.  Though her face held the age of one close to twenty years, she stood no taller than a twelve-year-old girl and her physical development seemed to have ceased at that age, too.

      Clara rose.  She felt a twinge of instant sympathy for this frail and sickly woman.  Who knew what tragedy already struck her.  Clara held out both hands in friendship.  "Miss Nero.  It is a pleasure."

      Violet took Clara's hands in hers and allowed Clara to lead her to the seating area.  Her voice held the slightest touch of French, as if she held her vowels like candy upon her tongue.  "Please, do call me Violet.  My father-in-law tells me we have such a great deal in common.  I feel that we are to be dear friends."

      Violet sat down, perching politely upon the chair, as if frightened to take up too much space.  Clara poured milk and sugar into the cups, then filled them both with tea.  She passed a saucer to Violet.

      "So, you are engaged to Lord Oroberg's son?" Clara asked.

      "Indeed.  Maman has been friends with the family for a great number of years and says that I am so lucky to have made such a match."

      Clara politely sipped, unsure of the way in which Violet spoke of her fiancé through the eyes of her mother's advice.

      "But you shall meet Clifford this weekend!" Violet exclaimed, snapping Clara from her thoughts.  "Please, do say you will come.  It shall be frightfully dull to endure an entire weekend with no one to be my companion besides Maman."

      "It sounds like quite a fascinating opportunity," said Clara.  "Tell me, who will be joining us?"

      "Well, there is Maman and I.  Clifford and his father, whom you've already met.  Marguerite Matson, who is quite the modern woman.  We are not terribly well acquainted, but she has known Clifford since his university days.  I hope you will not think poorly of her.  When her husband disappeared, she was the center of a great deal of scandal and gossip, but Clifford assures me of her good character.  Marguerite is quite the skeptic, though, and has insisted upon bringing a scientist named Norman Scettico to point out the supposed error of our ways.  The medium who will be guiding us on our journey is a man named Wesley Lowenherz.  He is known in all of the spiritual circles as someone who is quite able to talk to anyone beyond the grave."

      At the sound of Wesley's name, she felt the blood drain from her face.  She prayed that Violet did not remark at how remarkably pale she had become.  Horace had said it was quite a coincidence that she sought him out the moment she did.  And how strange a coincidence that of all the mediums in the world, this medium, this Wesley Lowenherz, was the spiritualist he employed.  She had been tortured by her cowardice to speak up in that vaudeville house, and now she had been invited to spend an entire weekend in Mr. Lowenherz's presence.  Her teacup clattered on its saucer and she placed them both down upon the table.  "It sounds like splendid company."

      "I am sure it seems quite odd that Horace would be so quick to invite you along, but I promise you shall find our merry party most pleasant."

      "It does seem rather strange to go somewhere so far away from town with people I've just become acquainted..." Clara confessed.

      Violet nodded, this time seemingly to be the one with the sympathy, which struck Clara as quite a different turn of events.  She spoke, "Each of us has endured great tragedy.  We have lost loved ones too soon.  Each of us wishes to speak with them, to find this connection.  Horace is insistent that this home is a place where the veil is quite thin.  In fact, Mr. Lowenherz was the first to suggest the location and the company."  Violet stared into her cup, almost embarrassed to broach the subject with Clara.  "Horace stated that you, yourself, had an experience of a troubling kind."

      Clara did not know how best to reply.  "At the risk of sounding like quite a madwoman, I saw a strange figure in my chambers the other night and do not know what to make of it."

      Violet leaned forward.  "And that is why you must come!  If you were seeing this figure here, where there is almost no psychic activity at all
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