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            Chapter One

         
         
            London, November 1852

         

         “It’s good you’ve finally summoned me,” I said. “There’s no doubt a spirit torments this house.”

         
         Each grief-stricken face turned my way. I stood in the parlour doorway, gripping the handle of my bag. Despite the blaze of
            the fireplace and the richly upholstered furnishings, there was no sense of comfort. The heavy drapes were closed, shrouding
            the room in darkness. The funeral bouquets had begun to wilt, but their scent remained strong, saturating the air with a tired
            misery.
         

         
         The matriarch, Mrs. Hartford, sat beside the ornate fireplace. The flames flickered, casting shadows that stretched up the
            walls like gossamer spirits. A sheer black veil obscured her face, leaving only her chin exposed. Even from across the room
            I could see a few wisps of white hair. Just like Billy Goat Gruff, Miss Crane would say.
         

         
         On the other side of the room, a younger woman was perched on the edge of a settee, her silk skirt reaching the floor. Her
            finger was wound around the end of a long string of pearls, and as she looked me over, she gave the necklace a twist. It was
            a careless gesture, but she likely had more than one set of pearls at her disposal.
         

         
         The two gentlemen stood as I entered. So silent was the room, I heard someone’s knees crack. The taller man had an ample stomach and a thick grey mustache. The younger was thin and fair, clothed in an elegant jacket that hung shapelessly off his slight frame. I guessed that our ages might be close. When I nodded to him, he dropped his gaze to stare at the floor. 

         
         Good.

         
         The servant offered my card on a small silver tray to Mrs. Hartford. She plucked it up with her spindly fingers and held it
            close to her eyes. Her jeweled ring and matching bracelet glinted in the fire’s light.
         

         
         My knuckles tightened around the handle of the bag. This would be the last one, I promised myself. In my mind, I conjured
            the picture of a room: a bed with a thick quilt, a hot pot of tea waiting on the table, a door with a lock for which only
            I had the key.
         

         
         One more and I’d never have to do this again.

         
         “Esmeralda Houghton,” Mrs. Hartford read, the veil fluttering with her breath. “Spiritualist and communicator of the dead.”

         
         I gave a quick curtsy. She returned my card to the tray, her eyes shifting up to the portrait hanging above the fireplace’s
            mantel. As if on cue, the rest of the family followed her gaze.
         

         
         Mr. Hartford, I presumed. The painting portrayed a serious man with grey hair and a strong posture. However, his eyes were
            focused not on the artist, but off to the side, giving the impression that he was looking over your shoulder. I was almost
            tempted to turn around, as if the object of his attention would be standing there.
         

         
         “Shall we get started?” the older gentleman prompted. He looked at his pocket watch and smacked his lips.

         
         You can learn much about the dead from how their loved ones mourn them. I had been called to this noble home for one reason, and I suspected that it wasn’t for a last tearful goodbye. No matter, the greedy as well as the grieving still pay for a séance. 

         
         I made my way to the round table in the middle of the room. Slipping off my gloves, I opened my bag and began to remove my
            supplies, setting them up as I had done countless times before. As I prepared, the whispers started behind me. I caught a
            few snippets.
         

         
         “Will this work?”

         
         “Is this safe?”

         
         “Can we trust her?”

         
         Standing taller, I took in a long breath through my nose, then held out my hand. “Water,” I said, careful to keep the bulge
            inside my left cheek tucked away. A small crystal glass was placed in my grasp. Such elegance for an object of ordinary use,
            and such a waste. It could likely fetch enough to afford a full month’s rent at Miss Crane’s, and enough left over to replace
            my weathered boots with a new pair, ones with polished leather and thick heels that kept out the rain. I carefully placed
            the glass on the table, marking my spot. “Come,” I said, inviting the others.
         

         
         Mrs. Hartford eased her thin figure into the chair opposite me first. Then the rest claimed their seats. The young man was
            the last to join us. A dewy patch of perspiration was breaking out across his forehead. I watched as the older gentleman and
            the woman exchanged a knowing glance.
         

         
         Before each seat I had placed a single lit candle with a glass chimney to protect the flame from any shifts in the air. Then
            I laid a small velvet bag in the middle of the table. “No jewelry,” I said, pointing to the empty sack.
         

         
         The younger woman did not hesitate. In fact, her eyes brightened as she dropped her jewels into the pouch one by one—the pearl necklace, a matching set of earrings, and a simple silver bracelet. Mrs. Hartford slowly turned the ring on her finger. 

         
         “Please, Mother,” she said. “Metal can interfere with spiritual connections. It’s imperative we talk to Father!”

         
         One by one, I turned down the oil lamps around the room until the only light came from my candles and the fireplace. The glow
            illuminated the sharp angles of their faces, draping everything else in shadow. The space immediately felt smaller, more intimate.
         

         
         I took my seat in the empty chair between the men. Facing Mrs. Hartford, I motioned to the ghost book I’d laid out on the
            table before me. The weathered black cover was blank, offering no hint as to its use or value. It was merely several slates
            bound together inside a book’s jacket, but with it I had the power to reveal the message of a loved one from the other side.
            I caressed the binding slowly like a beloved pet, and then with great care I opened the cover. My palm waved over the blank
            surface in a smooth, practised motion. “Your message?” I prompted her.
         

         
         She withdrew a slip of paper from the folds of her sleeve. Her hand reached across the table, but then paused, hovering over
            the book. I noticed her ring and bracelet had indeed been removed. It was a feat of pure willpower for me to not smile.
         

         
         The older gentleman beside me stiffened. “There’s no point in delaying, dear sister,” he said. “We’ve tried every other possible
            means. This is our last chance.” He attempted to soften his voice, but it was a poorly disguised demand. No one rebuked him,
            though. Instead, they each pinned Mrs. Hartford in place with their impatient stares. The air in the room was heavy, a bloated
            sky before a thunderstorm.
         

         
         She finally dropped the note onto the open book’s exposed slate. I gently closed the cover, trapping the paper between the slabs. I kept my palm pressed against the cover and sighed, sending the message with a prayer. Then I sat back, leaving the book in the middle of the table. Next, I picked up the crystal glass and took a mouthful of water, letting it sit for a moment before swallowing. “Hold hands,” I finally said, placing mine atop the table. 

         
         Mrs. Hartford let out a sharp breath as I accepted the older gentleman’s hand without my glove. Still, I kept my face rigid,
            even as the young man took my other hand, squeezing ever so softly.
         

         
         “Should we close our eyes?” the daughter asked. Her knuckles were almost white.

         
         “No.” My reply was slightly muffled from the bulge in my cheek. It was readily expanding from the recent mouthful of water,
            but no one seemed to take notice.
         

         
         I stared at the candle in front of me and breathed from the back of my throat. Everything faded in my periphery until there
            was only the spot of light.
         

         
         Then I began, “Oh, beloved Arthur Hartford. We bring you gifts of love from our hearts to reach you in death. Commune with
            us and move among us.”
         

         
         I repeated the phrase. The young man’s palm was damp against mine. A sudden pressure squeezed at my chest. “He is here,” I
            proclaimed. I tilted to one side, letting my head fall against my shoulder.
         

         
         The daughter whimpered.

         
         “Show yourself,” I called out.

         
         Three distinct knocks came from the middle of the table. A collective gasp almost broke the circle.

         
         I kept my eyes on my candle. “With whom do you wish to speak?” I asked.

         
         Silence.

         
         From the corner of my vision, I watched the parlour door silently ease open. I repeated the question. “With whom do you wish to—” 

         
         Mrs. Hartford let out a startled cry as her candle went out. A tendril of smoke rose straight up from the middle of the protective
            chimney.
         

         
         “Mother! He’s here. Quickly, you must ask him.”

         
         Mrs. Hartford stared at her burned-out candle.

         
         “Check the book!” The older gentleman released my hand, reaching toward the middle of the table.

         
         At once, my head snapped upright. A low growl began in my chest.

         
         “You b-b-broke the circle,” the young man stuttered. His face had gone as pale as his pressed white shirt.

         
         The growl grew louder, burning as it went up my throat. My lips parted, and I spewed a river of ectoplasm into my lap. My
            body flopped forward, almost splitting my head open on the edge of the table. After a moment, I sat up, gasping for air. The
            women were still holding hands, staring at me with equal measures of disgust and fascination. As I had anticipated, they weren’t
            the type to leap to someone’s aid. I allowed their awkward gawking to continue as I recovered.
         

         
         “Are you well?” The young man held the glass of water toward me. My hand shook as I drank it all. Then I reached for the book.
            All four relatives leaned forward in eager anticipation as I slowly peeled back the cover until it was laid open. The note
            had vanished, and in its place a scrawled message was written across the slate.
         

         
         The young man tilted his head to see the passage. “‘I am at peace,’” he read.

         
         “I don’t understand,” the daughter said. “Mother, what was your question to Father?”

         
         The older gentleman sniffed. “What about the key?” he asked. “He was supposed to tell us where he hid the key.” Bit by bit his baffled expression morphed into anger. He pointed an accusing finger at my face. “You,” he began. 

         
         I held his stare and silently counted to three. I’d dealt with skeptics before, and furthermore I wasn’t finished. “With whom
            do you wish to speak?” I asked. At once, his candle went out.
         

         
         “Keep us safe, dear lord,” the daughter prayed. Her candle was the next to extinguish.

         
         A ghostly breath blew out the remaining candles, throwing the parlour into near-complete darkness. Screams echoed off the
            walls.
         

         
         “Quick! Open the curtains,” someone cried.

         
         A chair fell backward, taking the body with it as they collapsed to the floor.

         
         I grabbed the velvet bag and stood up, pushing a thin pair of shoulders to the side as I made my way to the sliver of light
            coming from the parlour’s ajar door. Behind me, the young man yelped. He’d been the only one to show me an ounce of kindness—that
            should teach him. No good deed goes unpunished.
         

         
         I escaped to the hallway and spotted the servants’ door. I pulled it open and rushed down the stairs and into the kitchen.
            The staff glanced up in surprise, but I ignored them as I ran the length of the room to wrench open the back door.
         

         
         “Ouf!” I smacked into the chest of a blue uniform.

         
         “All right, then, Miss Timmons?” the copper asked smugly. His black beard and matching coal eyes were instantly recognizable.
            I could see the smirk beneath his mustache, which was badly in need of a trim.
         

         
         “Constable Rigby.” I glowered.

         
         He ripped the bag from my hand. “I’ll relieve you of those, thank you.”

         
         A second officer had handcuffs at the ready and took great pleasure in shackling my wrists.

         
         “And don’t even think about reaching up to that pretty hair of yours for pins,” Constable Rigby warned. “These here cuffs
            are pick-proof.”
         

         
         I stayed silent, knowing there was no such thing—at least not for me. But I was stunned by this ambush. How could they have
            known where I’d be?
         

         
         Footsteps came clamouring down the stairs behind us. “Thank heavens,” Mrs. Hartford’s daughter said, out of breath. “An officer.”

         
         He tipped his hat, then opened the velvet bag, allowing her to see the contents. “I assume these are yours,” he said.

         
         She looked at the jewels and gave a huff, either too embarrassed or too angry to admit she’d been tricked.

         
         Constable Rigby smiled with greasy satisfaction. “All of London’s been looking for this one,” he said. “Slippery as an eel
            she is.”
         

         
         “Common swindler,” she sneered, handing him my card.

         
         I rolled my eyes at her description. A swindler? Yes. But I was hardly common.

         
         He peered at the card and chuckled. “Esmeralda Houghton?”

         
         I had worked on that card all last night in my tiny room, making sure the ink would be dry for today. Of all the names I used,
            this one was my favourite. It had been inspired by the heroine of The Hunchback of Notre Dame, my favourite book. My only book.
         

         
         Mrs. Hartford’s daughter leered at me, nose crinkling as if I were a rotten carp at a fishmonger’s stall. Her earlier ghoulish
            anticipation had tarnished to a spiteful pride. I shouldn’t have felt slighted; it was obvious from the beginning that my
            presence in her home was a necessary unpleasantness. But I had at least been entertaining, and she had been a true believer
            not five minutes earlier.
         

         
         “Take this forgery away at once,” she commanded.

         
         Her crass hypocrisy touched my last nerve. “If I’m a fake, then I suppose you’ll have no interest in hearing what your father’s
            ghost told me.”
         

         
         She huffed, but stayed in place.

         
         “He whispered into my ear just as your candle went out,” I said, leaning my face closer.

         
         “And what did he say?” she enquired, her hand moving to her throat, searching for the string of pearls she was no longer wearing.
            I knew then that I had her.
         

         
         The word popped into my mind. “‘Fireplace,’” I said.

         
         Her brows came together.

         
         Constable Rigby tugged me back roughly. “Don’t let her fool you,” he said to the daughter. “Lies come as natural to this one
            as breathing. You and your lot are lucky. You’ll read about her in the paper tomorrow. This here is Genevieve Timmons, wanted
            for theft, larceny . . . and murder.”
         

         
         She blanched and took a few steps back. By this time the entire kitchen staff and the rest of the family had filled the space behind her, bearing witness to the entire scene. Constable Rigby tightened his grip on my arm and leaned over me, close enough that I could smell the kippers he’d had for lunch. “You’ll not slip away from me, you little eel,” he hissed in my ear. “I’m making sure you swing from the gallows this time.” 

         
         I stayed silent as the officers led me to the paddy wagon waiting on the edge of the cobblestone. There was nothing I could
            say to defend myself. Everything he’d said was true.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The police station smelled of London’s back alleys in the early morning, heavy and full of drowsy desperation. I waited, still
            in handcuffs, as Constable Rigby took his time scratching an update into my file. I already knew what was written there. I
            turned my face to the side, blinking away the memory of a motionless body, its head caught at an ugly angle.
         

         
         “Your days of crime are over, Miss Timmons,” he said, not bothering to keep the salacious pleasure from his voice. He was
            drawing out the process for my benefit; I was usually in my cell by now. “We’ve set a date for your trial. Hardly worth having,
            really. There’s enough evidence to fill the courtroom. You’ll draw a large crowd on hanging day.” He dipped the quill in the
            ink pot, then added his signature with a flourish.
         

         
         I let out a yawn to show him I was unaffected by his gruesome delight. In truth, I’d known about the particulars of my death
            for years. I could recite the fortune-teller’s warning by heart. I was to die with water in my lungs, not hanging at the end
            of a noose—at least Constable Rigby wouldn’t bear witness to that. At the moment, I was most concerned for my bag. I inched
            my neck forward, trying to see if it was behind the desk. I hated the thought of Constable Rigby laying his grubby hands on
            Maman’s ghost book.
         

         
         “I’ll make bail,” I said. Miss Crane had eyes and ears all throughout London. News of my arrest would have reached her by now. It was Miss Crane who had learned of the Hartfords’ fretful state from a regular visitor at the boardinghouse. She had promised I could take enough from those rich fools to keep my room for another three months without needing to entertain customers like the other girls. 

         
         But three months’ worth of rent was also the last bit I needed to get away for good. A train was leaving from Paddington station
            tonight, and I still had every intention of being on it. I hadn’t been planning my escape all these months only to be blocked
            at the last moment by Constable Rigby. I could still make it, I assured myself.
         

         
         I needed to get away from London and her damp alleys; away from Miss Crane and her lipstick smiles that hid a heart of coal;
            away from all the grieving families; away from all the death.
         

         
         “Dying is the easy part,” Maman used to say, her French accent smoothing the edges of the English words. “It is those left
            behind that suffer.”
         

         
         The familiar ache rose from the depths of my heart, but I didn’t let it linger. I flattened the memory with all the rest,
            pushing it far down until I couldn’t recognize it, like the mucky bottom of the Thames.
         

         
         There was a rattling cough to my left. Several feet away from me, an elderly man in an elegant wool coat held a handkerchief
            to his face. I could make out white eyebrows beneath the rim of his beaver hat. His other gloved hand gripped the top of a
            cane, carved into the shape of a golden serpent’s head with two red eyes that could be rubies. A rare item like that would
            fetch far more than Mrs. Hartford’s ring and bracelet.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, sir, but there is nothing I can do,” an officer said to the gentleman.

         
         “You must understand,” the old man said. “My lord insists that the case be reopened.”

         
         The young officer grimaced. “We have no new evidence.” He paused, looking for a moment like he wanted to add something, but
            remained silent.
         

         
         Constable Rigby moved down the long desk and muscled the younger officer to the side. He spoke to the gentleman. “The coroner’s
            inquest was thorough,” he said. “Unless you have anything new to offer?” The hint in his voice was obvious.
         

         
         With a sigh that held the whisper of a wheeze, the gentleman produced an envelope from his coat pocket. “I believe this may
            help convince your superiors to revisit the case.” He then placed it into the waiting palm of Constable Rigby. At least the
            copper had the sense not to count the money in front of everyone. Instead, he nudged the younger officer my way. “Take this
            one to the holding cell in the back,” he ordered. “I’ll see to this gentleman personally.”
         

         
         The rounded face of the younger officer seemed to shrink a bit.

         
         Constable Rigby noticed. “Only thing scary about Miss Timmons is the sound she’ll make when the noose chokes her.”

         
         My back straightened. “I hear the dead,” I told him. “They say otherwise. Mark my words, Rigby, I’ll be leaving the station
            tonight before your shift is over.”
         

         
         “Is that a fact?” he said, showing a row of crooked teeth. “What’s in my pocket, then?”

         
         “I only know what the ghosts say to me. They care not for what’s in your pocket—only what’s in your heart, or in your case,
            the lack of.”
         

         
         “Ghosts?” The younger officer swallowed, but his expression was one I intuitively recognized—reluctant hope mixed with grief. There was also kindness in his eyes, something I could use to my advantage. 

         
         I squinted at him. “I sense someone with you,” I said. “A woman.”

         
         He stayed quiet, but his cheeks reddened.

         
         “Her hair is”—I paused and tilted my head, like I was trying to focus—“pulled up.”

         
         He sniffed. “Is it grey?”

         
         “Stay quiet,” Constable Rigby interrupted. “She’ll use any information against you.”

         
         I continued, “She’s older. Someone close to you. Her eyes are—”

         
         “Blue?” the officer offered.

         
         I shook my head. “No, concerned. She worries about you. This is a relative, someone important in your life.”

         
         “Mum,” he said, the word escaping his lips like a prayer.

         
         “For the love of Christ almighty,” Constable Rigby grumbled, now completely ignoring the gentleman in the elegant attire.
            The rim of the beaver hat inclined my way, but not enough for me to properly see his face.
         

         
         The young officer leaned closer to me. “She never wanted me to join the police. She was afraid for my safety.” His voice dropped.
            “Can she tell you, well, I mean, is there any way she can warn me if I’m going to . . . you know.” He drew an invisible line
            across his throat with his finger.
         

         
         “No,” I said gently. “But she’s so very proud that you always help people when they need it most.”

         
         He cleared his throat, suddenly reaching for my file on the desk to tidy the papers. “I always wanted to hear that from her,”
            he admitted.
         

         
         When I spoke next, I filled my voice with every ounce of supplication I could muster. “Is there anything you can do to help
            me?”
         

         
         His eyes grew large.

         
         Constable Rigby pushed him to the side. “Doing your spooky mind tricks, are you, Miss Timmons? Well, tell me, then. What ghost is lurking around me?” He snorted. “Who’s my guardian angel?” 

         
         “Your guardian angel?” I lifted my chin. “No one,” I said. “Absolutely no one.”

         
         His grin melted into a hateful scowl. He ordered the younger officer to take me to the cells. Only when I turned my back did
            I let the smile creep into place.
         

         
         “Hang from the gallows, Genevieve Timmons,” Constable Rigby called after me. His voice bounced off the stone walls, echoing
            his words like a promise.
         

         
          

         I stood in a familiar cell. My hair hung halfway down my back; the officer had removed all my pins. It would be tricky to
            pick a lock now.
         

         
         Tricky, but not impossible.

         
         There were several other women here. I recognized Drusilla from Miss Crane’s boardinghouse. Her voluptuous pink dress stood
            in stark contrast to the grey walls. I sat down beside her on the cold bench. It didn’t take much imagination to know why
            Drusilla had been arrested.
         

         
         Her glassy eyes, ringed with heavy black liner, stared back at me. “Miss Crane said you’d get caught for good this time.”
            She slurred her words. I couldn’t quite tell if it was the result of too much opium or simple exhaustion.
         

         
         “She didn’t give me much choice,” I replied. “She raised the rent again.”

         
         Drusilla sighed. “After everything that happened with yer mum, I wonder why she let you stay in the house at all.” She touched a finger to my chin, angling my face up toward her. “But I can see why she’d want to keep a pretty thing like you around. You’d be good wages, at least the first while.” 

         
         My stomach twisted at the thought. I stayed quiet, knowing my mother and Miss Crane had made an arrangement some time ago.
            The men who frequented Miss Crane’s were hardly a parade of suitable beaus. And even if they were slightly handsome, the hunger
            in their eyes as they sized up the girls was enough to relieve them of any human decency. But when Maman died, her agreement
            with Miss Crane died with her. Now my séances included a little robbery on the side if the family had anything worth stealing.
            So far, I’d earned enough to keep my bed to myself, and save a bit too.
         

         
         Miss Crane wouldn’t let me rot in a jail cell for long. Yet I felt a flutter of panic in my heart. I only trusted that woman
            when I could see her, like a snake charmer with its cobra. “She’ll come and get me,” I said more to myself than Drusilla.
            “She always does.”
         

         
         Someone clanged on the bars. A gruff officer unlocked the cell door and motioned to Drusilla. “Get up, you sordid thing.”

         
         I rolled my eyes. I had, in fact, seen this very officer come to Miss Crane’s on various occasions. If he paid to be with
            “sordid” women, what did that make him?
         

         
         Then I heard the sharp clicks of Miss Crane’s heels on the stone floor. My eyes searched for the source of the sound until
            she appeared from around the corner. If her large bosom and red lipstick didn’t catch your eye, her choice of attire would.
            Her large hat was the most flamboyant shade of violet I’d ever seen. The coat with the fur trim was new as well.
         

         
         Still, no amount of money would restrain respectable women from crossing the street to avoid sharing the same space as her,
            no matter how fashionable her shoes.
         

         
         She took Drusilla in her arms and pulled her close, nearly suffocating her in the ample cleavage. Even if Miss Crane considered us property, the gesture was maternal enough to evoke a thankful sigh from Drusilla. A strange heaviness settled around my heart. 

         
         I started to follow, but the officer shut the bars in my face.

         
         “No, Jenny,” Miss Crane said. “Not this time.”

         
         I scowled at her pet name for me. Surely, she was teasing me. Did she want me to beg or cry?

         
         “Drusilla and the others can’t pick up your slack in the rent any longer,” she said. “I gave you as many chances as I could
            afford. I can’t keep you safe anymore. Do you know how many people in the city would turn you in just for the reward money?”
         

         
         I watched her red-stained mouth as the harsh understanding swept over me. No small wonder where the money for the new hat
            and coat had come from. “You set me up?” My throat went dry. “How could you?”
         

         
         “Don’t play me for a fool.” She smiled, but her tone was knife sharp. “I know what you’ve been hiding from me. I found your
            secret purse hidden in the mattress.”
         

         
         No, no, no, my mind screamed. I gripped the bars so I wouldn’t collapse. My eyes stung.
         

         
         “You made a costly mistake. And hiding money from me is the last one you’ll make.” A wickedness played across her lips. “Oh,
            now, don’t give me them dark pools of fake tears. You’d sooner cheat a dying man than give him a drink of water.”
         

         
         Then she and Drusilla turned away, the echoes of their footfalls growing softer until they disappeared around the corner. The copper tapped his billy club on the bars, making me jump back. As monstrous as she was, Miss Crane had been my best chance at escaping this cell. Then I realized that the money I had saved was now in her hands. I listened intently for the click of her heels, hoping that she might still come back and tell me the scare was on purpose. 

         
         My heart was racing. This couldn’t be it. I had to catch that train! I fell to my knees and scoured the floor for anything,
            a dropped hairpin I could make use of, but that only proved entertaining for the officer. Hopelessness began to take hold
            of me, sapping what little energy I had left.
         

         
         I started to make a braid, trying to recall what Maman’s hands felt like in my hair. “Remember, ma petite chérie,” she’d tell me in her thick accent. “The only one you can count on is yourself.”
         

         
         “But we have each other,” I’d said, turning around to look at her.

         
         “Not forever.” Then she’d add, “Think of all those tortured people who ask us to speak to the dead. That’s what loving someone
            else gets you—deep, unending grief. If you never want to feel that pain, protect your heart.”
         

         
         I fell asleep curled up against the stone wall of the cell, dreaming of a fireplace and a key blackened with soot.

         
          

         “Timmons!” It was the officer’s brusque voice that woke me. “Your lawyer’s here.”

         
         “Lawyer?” I rubbed at my eyes, feeling the grit of a fretful sleep.

         
         The officer made no motion to unlock the door, but I saw that he was holding my bag. I stood at once, fighting the urge to
            grab it from his hands.
         

         
         The man in the beaver hat was watching me from the other side of the bars. He was pale, with drooping eyes that crinkled at
            the edges in a knowing smile, and a neatly trimmed white beard. He held his weight against the serpent cane. “Mr. Lockhart,
            at your service,” he said, giving a little bow of his head.
         

         
         Tentatively, I made my way closer. I wasn’t used to polite gestures from strangers. Even more suspicious, the guard stepped away to give us privacy. 

         
         “I’ve arranged bail,” Mr. Lockhart said. “You’ll be in my care until your court date.”

         
         I thought I had misheard him. There was no scenario in my imagination that would allow Constable Rigby to agree to this. “You
            must be a powerful man,” I said.
         

         
         “I’m not,” he replied. “But the man I work for is, and he desperately needs your services.”

         
         My shoulders slumped. How unoriginal.

         
         He must have read my thoughts. “No, nothing like that. My lord is an honorable man.” Mr. Lockhart leaned forward, framing
            his thin face between the bars. “Your talents with the young officer caught my attention. I know you’re a fake,” he said.
            “But you’re a good fake, remarkable really. I especially liked the personal touch with the message of support from his mother.
            When I saw the look of absolute relief on his face, I knew you were the answer to my prayers.”
         

         
         “I don’t understand,” I said.

         
         “I need you to perform a séance to contact the late lady of the estate and ease the suffering of my lord.” He pulled out a
            pocket watch and frowned at the face. “However, if you agree, we must leave at once. Somerset Park is several hours away.
            I can explain more on the journey.”
         

         
         I should have felt an enormous amount of gratitude toward Mr. Lockhart, or at least relief at what he was offering, but it
            did not come. Instead, there was only a persistent unease. “But you must know of the nature of my arrest, sir,” I said.
         

         
         He snapped the watch closed and tucked it away. “The constable was kind enough to familiarize me with the many charges in your file,” he said. “I wouldn’t agree to take you on as my client unless I was certain. The case against you is questionable, and from my experience, Miss Timmons, women are most often the ones villainized in these circumstances. You wouldn’t be the first to be wrongly accused.” He paused and gave me a long glance. “Am I wrong?” 

         
         “No,” I lied.

         
         Anything that seemed too good to be true usually was, but it would be foolish to turn down this opportunity. He was only a
            frail old man; I could wrestle that cane from his grip and use it as a weapon. Maybe bruise his knee so he couldn’t run after
            me. It would fetch more than a tidy sum at the pawnshop. The pocket watch had potential as well. With either, I could sleep
            in my own private berth on the train that very night.
         

         
         I finally nodded. “I accept your offer.”

         
         He put a hand to his chest and performed another small bow. He seemed to have more grace in his whiskers than there was in
            all of Constable Rigby’s soul.
         

         
         The officer unlocked the door and handed me my bag. I checked inside and saw that my supplies were all accounted for, including
            the ghost book. I already felt more secure with it back in my possession.
         

         
         As we were led back through the front office, Constable Rigby’s eyes bore into me—an alley cat watching a mouse. I could have
            sworn a grin pulled at the corner of his mouth. Anything that gave him pleasure would surely be at my expense.
         

         
         A sharp pang pressed against my ribs, but I hid it with a smirk. “Have a safe shift,” I called out.

         
         Outside, a black coach waited for us. An insignia was painted on the door in gold, and velvet curtains were drawn down behind
            the polished windows. Had anything so grand ever graced these drab London alleys? Who was this lord?
         

         
         The coachman helped me step inside. Next came Mr. Lockhart, wheezing as he collapsed into the seat opposite me. The cushions were a deep blue satin trimmed with golden cord, so plush that I feared I might dirty the upholstery just by sitting. Brass lamps burned above our heads, casting a soft glow. 

         
         With the crack of a whip, we were in motion.

         
         “Somerset Park is a half day’s journey to the coast,” Mr. Lockhart informed me. He laid the cane against the door. “We’ll
            make it by midnight.”
         

         
         “Midnight?” I’d never been outside of London.

         
         We hit a bump, and the cane tipped closer to my side. The ruby eyes caught the lamplight and winked at me. In that moment,
            I gave up my plan of escape. If the carriage was this beautiful, I could only imagine how grand the estate was. The Hartfords’
            home was impressive, but I had a feeling Somerset Park would make it look like a servant’s cottage. It had taken me half a
            year’s worth of séances to amass enough for one train ticket. I could get that much back in one night, and maybe more.
         

         
         Somewhere in the city, church bells struck four times. I pictured my train preparing to leave the station without me. Outside
            the carriage, the murky streets of London sped past. Good riddance, I thought.
         

         
         Mr. Lockhart yawned. “I’m sure you have many questions, but it’s best if I take a brief rest.” Then he gave one last cough
            and shut his eyes.
         

         
         Just as well; I needed time to plan. I watched the rise and fall of his chest. He soon slipped into the rhythmic breathing
            of a sleeper, dead to the world.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         The jostling motion of the carriage had been rattling my bones with each mile for the last hour. At first, I enjoyed watching
            the dirty smokestacks of the city slowly fade into wide pastures. But as the sun set and darkness descended, the window eventually
            offered nothing but a reflection of my own face. It seemed like the coach could drive right off the edge of the earth and
            into the night sky.
         

         
         Rain began to tap on the roof so heavily it startled Mr. Lockhart awake. He righted himself from his slumped position. “My
            apologies, Miss Timmons,” he said, checking his watch again. “I’ve been a terrible host, haven’t I?”
         

         
         “I thought you were my lawyer,” I said, trying not to let my eyes linger too long on the gold chain attached to the watch.

         
         He chuckled dryly, but it collapsed into a cough. He pressed a handkerchief to his lips. “You’re all business, I see. Very
            good. And since we’re closing in on our destination, I’ll tell you exactly why you’re so desperately needed at Somerset. My
            lord, Mr. Pemberton, is a most honorable man. Wretchedly, though, he was widowed six months ago.” His shoulders hunched as
            his voice took on a melancholy tone. “His bride was young, beautiful, and in love. He’s never gotten over the tragedy. Every
            month he writes a letter to the police, which I then make the journey to deliver in person, and personally beg for them to
            reopen the coroner’s enquiry.”
         

         
         “Enquiry? How did she die?”

         
         His face blanched. “Her death was peculiar in circumstance, but the evidence left behind was conclusive. Suicide.”

         
         I had not anticipated that. If a coroner had concluded suicide, I didn’t see what bribing the police would accomplish. “I
            take it Lord Pemberton is convinced otherwise.”
         

         
         His lips pursed in confusion. Then an apologetic expression softened his features. “No, my dear. Pemberton is his surname,
            but since inheriting the title of earl, he is now Lord Chadwick.” He sagged against the seat. “Suffice to say, Somerest Park
            has seen its share of tragedy. Regardless, his grief over this latest calamity has made him inconsolable and obsessed. He
            refuses to let her rest and therefore has sentenced himself to an early grave for all the life it’s draining from him.”
         

         
         I nodded. Inconsolable grief was something I understood.

         
         Mr. Lockhart continued, “My lord will not let his grief subside until he knows his dearly departed love is at peace. I want
            you to use whatever talents and trickery you possess to give him the closure he craves and end his suffering.”
         

         
         He phrased it romantically, like this task would be a kindness. But I needed to be certain. “You want me to perform a fake
            séance to convince your lord I’ve contacted his dead bride beyond the grave?”
         

         
         “And in return I’ll represent you in court.” He spoke with such simple conviction, almost unrealistically so. Constable Rigby’s
            smile pulled at the hairs on the back of my neck.
         

         
         “It’s rather deceitful,” I replied. “Surely, there must be a less elaborate way to ease his pain.”

         
         He touched his beard. “My anguish is authentic, Miss Timmons. I’m ill, very much so. I only wish to help my lord find peace before I part from this world.” His eyes pleaded with me, brimming with a genuine misery I wasn’t expecting. I felt a spasm of guilt for considering hurting him with his own cane. 

         
         The carriage took a sharp turn as something brushed against the outside of the window.

         
         “We must have turned down the drive,” Mr. Lockhart said, squinting into the darkness. There was a nervous hitch to his voice.
            “One last thing before—”
         

         
         He was interrupted by a deafening clap of thunder, followed by a deluge of rain that stomped against the carriage’s roof like
            a million boots. I imagined the driver was soaked to the skin.
         

         
         At last, we came to a halt. I cupped my face and pressed it against the window, but the night afforded no hints of what lay
            outside.
         

         
         Mr. Lockhart’s expression was grave. “No matter what you hear or see at Somerset, you must remember, you are the only person
            capable of giving my lord the one thing money cannot buy him—peace.”
         

         
         Before I could ask him to elaborate, the door of the carriage opened, bringing in a torrent of water. A footman stood before
            me, shivering as he held out an umbrella. Another clap of thunder shook the ground. I stepped into a puddle, feeling the water
            soak through the worn heels of my boots.
         

         
         I blindly walked forward, head down to shield my eyes from the wind. A gust caught the umbrella, whipping it back just as
            a bolt of lightning illuminated the scene before me. For a moment I thought it might have been a trick, but then a second
            flash brought the colossal estate into view once more. One set of eyes could hardly take in the entire building at once. The
            front façade had more windows than I could count. A pair of stone lions flanked wide palatial steps that led to a massive
            front door, open and ready to swallow us whole, carriage included.
         

         
         Mr. Lockhart and I were ushered inside by the soaked footman.

         
         A gentleman in finery greeted us with a slight bow. The entrance hall was larger than Miss Crane’s entire parlour. My attention
            jumped from vase to statue to gilded artwork. Was this a museum or a home? I hugged my bag against my chest for fear that
            I’d turn and knock over a priceless work of art. Farther inside, a staircase extended upward, the newel post carved in the
            likeness of an angel.
         

         
         The man whom I assumed was the butler took Mr. Lockhart’s coat and hat, addressing him by name. “Your message arrived an hour
            ago. His lordship awaits you in the study.” He motioned to a doorway over his shoulder.
         

         
         “Thank you, Bramwell,” Mr. Lockhart said tiredly. He turned to me. “I’ll leave you in good hands.” I watched him hobble away
            with his cane, wishing I could go with him.
         

         
         A stern woman in a black dress stood off to the side, holding an oil lamp. Her greying hair was secured into a bun so tight
            it might have been made of iron. She looked down at my boots, and I imagined she was tallying the amount of mud I would track
            inside. I hoped the lighting was dim enough to hide the frayed edge of my cape. Bramwell then said to me, “Mrs. Donovan will
            see you to your room.”
         

         
         The woman’s expression was so hard she could have been one of the statues. I followed her quietly, uncertain if I should reply
            with a thank-you, worried my voice would echo in the vastness. I took in the grand staircase, looking up at the balcony that
            ran along the second floor. My fingertips smoothed over the dark walnut railing, enjoying the smell of fresh polish. I had
            done séances for the wealthy residents of London, but the scale of Somerset Park was unlike any place I’d ever been. I wondered
            if I should leave a trail of bread crumbs. I could easily turn down the wrong hallway and be lost for years.
         

         
         As we reached the upper landing, there was the distinct sound from below of someone raising their voice. Mrs. Donovan paused, turning halfway so I was looking at her sharp profile. “His lordship is not happy to have a spiritualist in the manor.” 

         
         The argument continued beneath us, muffled by the closed door to the study. I caught the sounds of the first voice, raised
            and impatient. Then I identified Mr. Lockhart’s calmly hesitant response.
         

         
         Mrs. Donovan continued, “Mr. Lockhart ventured to London to bring back a police detective. You can imagine how his returning
            with you instead would be disappointing.”
         

         
         “You obviously haven’t met many coppers,” I said. “I’ve found most of them are disappointing too.”

         
         Mrs. Donovan clicked her tongue in disapproval, then continued walking down the long hallway. She stopped in front of a door
            that looked identical to all the others we passed; I doubted I’d be able to find it again on my own. After pulling out a ring
            of keys, she unlocked the door, then held up the lamp as she went inside.
         

         
         “My apologies for the staleness of the room, Miss Timmons,” she said, lighting the sconces by the fireplace. Above the mantel
            was a large painting of a schooner sinking in the stormy waves. The sails were tattered, as if it had been wrecked in battle
            and lost to the sea. I turned my back on it.
         

         
         “I would have properly aired it out but for the rainstorm,” she explained. Then she glided across the room to light a candle
            placed on the bedside table, and I was able to take in my new quarters for the first time.
         

         
         There was a matching vanity and tall wardrobe with polished brass pulls and cut glass knobs that looked like diamonds. The wallpaper had a dark green background with bouquets of white blooms that looked so real I wondered if they had been painted by hand. Dominating the room was the largest bed I had ever seen. It even had a canopy. Unlike the foyer, this room evoked an elegant but welcoming comfort. 

         
         Mrs. Donovan put down the lamp and needlessly smoothed out the plush bedcover. I could tell it was more substantial than anything
            I’d ever slept in before. “Tomorrow the fog should let up enough,” she said. “I’ll have the room aired out in the daytime
            and make sure we properly set the fire to warm it for the evening.”
         

         
         The rain pelted against the glass behind long brocade curtains, trimmed with gold thread and tassels. Even the window covers
            were more exquisite than any lingerie worn at Miss Crane’s. Considering I was supposed to be in a jail cell, I could handle
            a little staleness and cold air.
         

         
         She opened the drawers of the vanity dresser. “I can help you unpack,” she offered.

         
         “That won’t be necessary,” I said, tightening my grip on the handle of my bag. I only had the clothes on my back—no need for
            the housekeeper to see my candles and ghost book. An image of my tiny room at Miss Crane’s came to mind. I had nothing of
            any value there, but an extra change of petticoat would have been nice.
         

         
         Mrs. Donovan’s expression stayed solemn as she made her way to the wardrobe and opened its doors. I could not imagine having
            enough clothes to fill both it and the dresser. “Mr. Lockhart wrote that we should meet all your needs,” she said. “I believe
            a few dresses will arrive tomorrow.”
         

         
         “For me?” I was genuinely surprised. Although Mr. Lockhart had never given me any reason to doubt his sincerity so far, this
            gesture evoked a sense of gratitude in my heart that was both touching and embarrassing. The tips of my ears warmed under
            my curls. “That’s kind of him,” I replied, smiling.
         

         
         Mrs. Donovan’s stern gaze skimmed over me, taking in my outfit. “You are a guest of Somerset Park. You should look like you belong.” 

         
         My smile slid away. Still, I took comfort in the consistency of her cruelty.

         
         Picking up the lamp, she motioned to the velvet pull attached to the wall. “Please ring the bell if you need anything.”

         
         “I wouldn’t want to wake anyone,” I said.

         
         She stood by the open door, the darkness of the house behind her an audience of admiring shadows, eager to embrace her. “It
            would be better to ask for help than wander the manor in the middle of the night.” Then she added, “Sleep well.”
         

         
         After she left, I pressed my ear up against the door and listened to her footsteps fade. Once I was certain she was gone,
            I turned and took in the plush bed. I was hardly under the covers before I dozed off, certain I could sleep for a thousand
            days.
         

         
          

         When I woke, the room was in absolute silence. I was already sitting up in bed, as if I’d been in that position for some time.
            The covers were kicked to the end of the mattress in a tangled pile. I pinched my arm to make sure I wasn’t sleepwalking.
            Although it hadn’t happened for a few months, more than once I had woken up at the top of the stairs, one of the girls holding
            my elbow and calling my name. That usually brought me out of my trance, but sometimes they had to pull my hair. They often
            whispered I was genuinely haunted, as if the spirits I’d contacted in my séances had followed me back to the boardinghouse.
         

         
         This time though, I was wide awake, squinting at the darkness. Then I heard a faint scratching. I looked toward the window,
            wondering if a tree branch had grazed against the glass. I remembered a similar noise outside the carriage when we turned
            down the lane.
         

         
         Scrape! Scrape! Scrape!

         
         It sounded like fingernails. I reached for the candle, but I could feel only the bare surface of the bedside table. I could
            have sworn I’d left it there.
         

         
         Another scratch pierced the quiet. It was coming from inside the wardrobe.

         
         My shoulders eased away from my ears. I was no stranger to mice, and apparently even the grand Somerset wasn’t either. Still,
            I grumbled at the thought of having to share this lovely room.
         

         
         I tiptoed across the cold floor, feeling my way to the wardrobe. I gave it a hard knock, hoping to scare the wee thing. I
            waited and was rewarded with silence. Still, I thought I should probably check inside and be ready with my boot.
         

         
         I went to the window and opened the curtains, hoping for enough moonlight to find the misplaced candle.

         
         The clouds had cleared enough that I could discern the trim lawn below and a copse of trees in the distance. Eager for a bit
            of fresh air, I lifted the window and took a deep breath. The hair on the back of my neck stood at the soft, rhythmic whisper
            of waves and the unmistakable smell of salt air.
         

         
         The ocean!

         
         I had been told Somerset Park was by the coast, but I hadn’t realized it was so close. I thought of Mr. Lockhart and Mr. Pemberton
            quarreling earlier. What if Mr. Pemberton remained unconvinced of my abilities? What if he had arranged for the police to
            collect me tomorrow? I remembered how Constable Rigby smiled as I left the police station.
         

         
         I was as good as dead if I stayed. And if there was any doubt, the salty reminder of my ultimate demise blew through the window
            with an unexpected gust.
         

         
         After getting dressed, I packed all my things in my bag and tucked it under my arm. I crept down the stairs, wincing at each creak underfoot. When I reached the main entrance, I froze at the sound of voices. There was a giggle, then something hit the floor with a thud and rolled in my direction from the shadows. 

         
         I stared at the wine bottle for a moment before I heard footsteps coming closer. Unable to go back up to my room without being
            seen, I turned and ran in the opposite direction. I’d been in enough stately homes with Maman to know where the servants’
            stairways were most likely hidden.
         

         
         Camouflaged by the wainscoting, I found the door and descended to the kitchen. I paused by a wall of shelves, heavy with silver
            candelabras. Two of the smaller ones made their way into my bag. Purely for travel expenses, of course.
         

         
         Someone cleared their throat.

         
         I whipped around and saw the tall silhouette of a man standing in front of the fireplace. He was wearing muddy riding boots,
            and his overcoat was open. He reached for the lantern on the kitchen table and held it between us. My gaze shifted to the
            gold ring on the smallest finger of his right hand. Miss Crane once compared me to a crow, constantly distracted by anything
            shiny.
         

         
         My eyes travelled up to his tousled blond hair, framing a tense jaw that could have been cut from stone. “Miss Timmons, I
            presume,” he said.
         

         
         I nearly dropped my bag to the floor. Even the stable groom knew who I was! I spied the darkened hallway behind him and guessed
            it led to a back door—my escape.
         

         
         He stared pointedly at my bag. “I wonder why you feel the need to equip yourself with several candelabras. Are there not enough
            candles in your room to your particular liking?”
         

         
         The fire sputtered and popped.

         
         I lifted my chin. “I wonder why you’re lurking in the shadows of the kitchen while the rest of the house is asleep. And in
            your muddy boots, I might add.”
         

         
         “I could wake the stable boy. He’s an excellent rider, even in the dead of night. The police could be here by the morning.”
            His blue eyes blazed at me. “Or perhaps I should throw you out now and let the elements have you.”
         

         
         The night held no punishment for me, only freedom. Still, his rudeness bristled me. I’d seen enough cruelty at Miss Crane’s
            to recognize real danger from a man—this one was all talk. “Lay one hand on me and you’ll have to answer to Mr. Lockhart,”
            I threatened. “For it is he who has brought me here.”
         

         
         “He will most likely change his tune when he learns you tried to leave with a few extra pounds of silver. And I should have
            you know, Mr. Lockhart’s approval is so eagerly given that it holds little worth to me.”
         

         
         “You’re quite opinionated, aren’t you?” I declared.

         
         “It’s my opinion you should be most concerned with, Miss Timmons, considering you’re here to ease my grief.”

         
         I opened my mouth, then closed it. It was Mr. Pemberton, his lordship himself, in the flesh. I hadn’t expected him to be so
            young—or arrogant, for that matter. Mr. Lockhart had painted the picture of a lover so brokenhearted he was ready to dig his
            own grave. No wonder I was fooled. The man in front of me had the air of someone who was ready to battle, and ready to win.
            Still, the gold pinkie ring should have been a clue. The silver in my bag suddenly weighed a ton.
         

         
         He lowered the lamp somewhat, and a smoothness rested in his expression. “Mr. Lockhart told me you speak to the dead.”

         
         Despite the knot that was growing inside my stomach, I found my voice. “He wants me to help you to find peace,” I said, hating how small I sounded. 

         
         “Mr. Lockhart means well, but he has underestimated my passion.” There was a calm bitterness in his tone. “I don’t believe
            in spiritualists, Miss Timmons. You have no more ability to conjure a specter than I do.”
         

         
         I imagined the stable boy, getting on his horse to summon the police. I couldn’t produce a ghost for him at this moment, but
            I could give him enough to delay his decision. I said, “This house embodies many souls. They whisper to me even now.”
         

         
         He gave me a patronizing tilt of his head.

         
         I considered why the lord of such a magnificent estate would be sitting alone in the kitchen, dishevelled from the outdoors
            and brooding in front of the fire. He was conflicted. “Somerset is full of secrets,” I said.
         

         
         He was unimpressed. “Every house has its secrets.”

         
         “Many serve you, but there are few whom you truly trust.” Something in his expression shifted. My heart rate picked up, knowing
            I’d hit a nerve.
         

         
         “You act out of duty,” I continued, “but secretly despise the opulence that surrounds you.”

         
         The muscle in his jaw tightened, but he kept my gaze, daring me to continue.

         
         Now for the final reveal, the unpleasant truth. There was an obvious connection to the stables. “If given the choice, you’d
            ride all night on horseback to escape yourself.”
         

         
         He stayed quiet, then lowered his chin in surrender.

         
         It appeared I had earned my escape. “Please give my regards to Mr. Lockhart.” I motioned to the door behind him, but he didn’t
            step aside.
         

         
         “You won’t be leaving. At least not tonight.” He stood taller, all his confidence reaffirmed. “The notion of this scheme upset me earlier, but after this clever parlour trick you just demonstrated, I believe you can be of use. Audra is dead, but not by her own hand. She was murdered.” 

         
         Audra. This was the first time anyone had spoken her name.

         
         The knot in my stomach moved up to my throat. “The police don’t seem to agree,” I said.

         
         “There is no evidence to prove otherwise, so I must rely on the one thing that will hold up in court—a confession.” He stepped
            closer, and it took all my nerve to keep my boots firmly planted on the spot. “A confession brought on by proof that Audra’s
            spirit is in the room and pointing to her murderer. You see, what I need is your skill for illusion and persuasion.”
         

         
         I frowned as I considered his meaning. He was staring at me intently, as if trying to read my mind. I believed he was willing
            me to say the words that he would not. “You wish for me to perform a séance so convincing it will persuade a murderer to confess?”
            I guessed.
         

         
         “Precisely.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         
            
               
                  Lady Audra Linwood

                  Diary Entry

                  Somerset Park, February 15, 1845

                  My Dearest,

                  It is with a heavy heart I take ink to these pages. This journal is Mother’s last gift to me, and I shall fill every page
                     with all my heart’s desires, for she wanted me to live the full life that she could not. She was so sickly and miserable for
                     so long, she cried with relief when the diagnosis was confirmed.
                  

                  Now Father and I are the ones who weep. But I must go on and be the epitome of a lady. Everyone at Somerset Park expects it
                     of me.
                  

                  I woke in the middle of the night, and for a moment I had completely forgotten Mother had died. Then it washed over me like
                     a wave on the beach, drowning me in my sobs. All I wanted was to see her face one more time. I ran to the Gallery Hall with
                     my blanket and pillow. Mrs. Donovan found me the next morning, asleep at the foot of Mother’s portrait, the one that was commissioned
                     as a wedding present for Father.
                  

                  Mrs. Donovan rebuked me for being out of bed. How is it possible to feel so alone in a house full of servants?

                  However, later that day when I returned from the stables, my wardrobe had been moved to the other side of my room and Mother’s
                     portrait had taken its place, close to my bed. There was a note from Father, telling me that whenever I wake needing to see
                     her face, she’ll be there for me. Furthermore, he hinted at a secret that only a Linwood is allowed to know, and that my time
                     had come.
                  

                  It is the perfect distraction, Dearest. You watch me with your sad eyes, always seeing, never judging. When I write these
                     words, I am writing to you. You are the guardian of all my thoughts and dreams. And now we share the Linwood secret! I know
                     you will keep it well hidden.
                  

                  It has been a month since Mother passed into heaven, but her spirit is close to me. I truly believe she is looking out for
                     me. I never tell Father, though, as I know it will give him great heartache. His health wanes and waxes with the moon, and
                     I would hate to cause him more pain.
                  

                  Sometimes I lie awake at night and wonder what will become of me when Father dies. Surely, thirteen is too young to send me
                     out on my own?
                  

                  Orphaned. Homeless. That is exactly what I will be, Dearest. For when Father dies, Somerset Park and all its contents will
                     go not to me. How cruel and unjust the world is for a young woman.
                  

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         Ghosts did not exist, and yet I had one.

         
         I still heard Maman’s voice, her French lilt so unlike my own East London accent. She came to England with my father, a Brit
            of no social standing, but a man of free spirit and a talent with words. When her family learned of the elopement, they disowned
            her immediately. She had previously been engaged to a wealthy acquaintance of the family, but he was too old, she had told
            me, shuddering with a cringe. He had thin lips and never smiled.
         

         
         She and my father were young, but they were in love and thought they could survive anything so long as they were together.
            Whatever little money they had ran out quickly. They scrounged for work—he at the wharfs hauling goods off ships, and she
            cleaning houses.
         

         
         One day, while working for one of the wealthier families, my mother was on her knees scrubbing the floor when word came that
            my father had been in an accident. He’d fallen off the plank under a heavy load and into the Thames between the wharf and
            the schooner.
         

         
         Maman said the world changed forever that day. Penniless and pregnant, she knew her family would never take her back. She had nothing to offer her unborn child but a cruel life of despondent poverty. In a daze, she wandered through the city until the posh homes became row houses with slated roofs and narrow chimneys that puffed coal smoke. She found herself standing in the dockyard, ready to fling herself into the harbour and join my father in watery eternity. 

         
         I shivered at this part of the story, imagining Maman sinking to the bottom of the Thames, unable to breathe. The weight of
            the river pushing her down until her feet disappeared in the oozing silt. What if she changed her mind then, but couldn’t
            get back to the surface? Her hands clawing uselessly at the water as she stared at the hint of daylight far above.
         

         
         Then she felt me kick inside her belly. A quick session of jabs that woke her from her morbid trance.

         
         I was so unrelenting that she stopped in the street, hand on her belly, leaning over. A knocking sound made her look up. A
            wrinkled face surrounded by white hair stared back at her from the other side of a dirty window. My mother thought she was
            seeing a ghost, but then the woman beckoned her inside.
         

         
         The house was part of a bedraggled row of merchant establishments along the harbour. The space was sparsely furnished. There
            was a smell of cabbage, and dirt had gathered in the corners. The old woman invited Maman to sit down at the round table in
            the middle of the room. Then she lit the stub of a candle and took both of my mother’s hands. Her bracelets tinkled, and Maman
            took note of how out of place the elegant jewelry seemed.
         

         
         In a dreamy voice she told my mother that even though she was far from home and scared, there was a bright spirit keeping
            her safe. Maman nodded and squeezed the woman’s hands. She was in awe, certain my father’s presence was close by. Then the
            woman asked if she wanted to know the future for herself and her unborn daughter.
         

         
         Daughter? Maman did not hesitate. The old woman’s words had lifted the lure of death that had nearly convinced her to jump off the pier. She opened her purse and paid a sum to learn her future. Not a small decision when you have barely a penny to your name and a baby on the way. 

         
         “You are worried,” the woman began. Maman nodded. “But you are strong,” she said. “You work hard and are proud, but sometimes
            that pride is a curse.”
         

         
         Maman lowered her eyes. It was all true! She looked at her red and cracked hands cradled in the old woman’s. She felt protected
            somehow.
         

         
         “You will overcome your present hardships,” the woman said with absolute certainty. “There is a great love in your future.
            A love that will change your world and make you stronger than you ever imagined. I see a beautiful baby and a happy mother.”
         

         
         When she was finished, Maman thanked the woman with tears running down her cheeks. The woman hugged her goodbye, also a little
            misty eyed.
         

         
         Only when she had walked a few blocks from the shop did the euphoria wear off. Maman reconsidered everything the woman had
            told her. She felt so foolish! The old woman had noted her French accent, obviously pregnant belly, and drab cleaning uniform
            and had told her things that anyone would have been able to guess. And Maman had given her so many clues by nodding and squeezing
            her hand. She was only telling Maman things she wanted to hear.
         

         
         So much of Maman’s labour had gone into earning those coins, and yet she had willingly parted with them in exchange for a
            few pretty words.
         

         
         At this moment Maman said I kicked her stomach again, harder this time. She told me it was my instinct that saved both of us that day. She marched back to the shop and called the old woman a thief and demanded her money back. 

         
         To prove it, Maman told the woman’s fortune. It was all about noticing the little things, the truths, she called them. Most
            people weren’t comfortable with their truths, so they tried to distract you with other qualities.
         

         
         Maman could tell the woman had once been successful, as she had so many fine furnishings. But she had fallen on bad luck and
            had to sell many of her treasures, only keeping mementos that meant the most, like her bracelets—a gift from a lover long
            gone? And her health was suffering, but she was proud and presented herself as best she could. Maman sensed this woman was
            lonely. Hadn
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