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        Every anxiety is a mild form of premonition, and from that point the shade deepens till we get the forebodings and hauntings that merge into lunacy.

        ARTHUR ALFRED LYNCH
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        Winter 1893

      

      

      Black kohl smudged her pale cheek like spilt ink on parchment. By flickering lamplight, Jasmine sat at her vanity, staring in the cracked mirror, cleaning up after a long evening in the city. She ran a tepid rag across her face, scrubbing around her dark amber eyes. Powders, creams, rouges, enough pigments for a theatre troop ladened the tabletop.

      Wasn’t she a performer? People had expectations, and playing the role of roaming gypsy was one of them.

      Jasmine borrowed from her heritage. Sarah Loveridge, her mother, was a domesticated Romanichal, having left the nomadic culture after marrying. She unwound the red scarf from her head and slipped the metal pins from her mousey brown hair. Her costume, far from authentic, was an amalgamation of thrift and creativity. Layers of tiny gold bells and flat coin-like discs accented the headscarf, brocade vest, and necklace. The outer skirt was a ridiculous creation made of flowing gauze and velvet scraps pieced together with a fringe hem.

      When she donned the outfit, she reminded herself this was a persona—she was not Jasmine the Honest. Jasmine the Honest paid the bills, fed her family, and heated their home. The character kept them off the streets.

      December was a cold, harsh month on Carlyle Street.

      Through connections and word of mouth, she’d secured twelve bookings in the three weeks before Christmas. Numerous upper-class patrons paid well to have something exotic for their holiday gatherings, and Jasmine increased her usual fee to take advantage of the overwhelming interest. Spiritualism was everywhere. People yearned to speak to dead loved ones or uncover what mysteries awaited in the new year. All she wanted was to survive another winter.

      A light knock sounded at her door. Her brother, home from a night of gambling and drinking, stepped in. He must have run out of money earlier than expected. Joshua, the elder of the two, tried. He tried about as much as their father had tried. Work isn’t in their blood, her mother used to say.

      “Do you need something?” Jasmine asked, detangling her hair with a wooden comb.

      He swayed and leaned against the doorframe. “How’d tonight go?”

      Resigned, she emptied her coin purse for his share of the profit. A finder’s fee, as he called it. Of course, she deceased the final take. In his current state, Joshua could barely stand upright, let alone count. He knew the job’s fee, having negotiated the price, however she kept the tips to herself. He’d demand a bigger cut. They needed every penny for food and firewood, not his vices.

      The sight of coins perked him up. He passed them between his hands, delighted by the clinking noise. The night’s potential tempted him. She saw it in his face. She’d seen the same expression on their father often enough.

      “It’s late. I’ve a few errands tomorrow, and I need your help.” If he declined, she’d have to find a willing neighbor to stay with mother. And she’d have to pay. Whenever she sought outside help, it squeezed their tight budget.

      Joshua yawned and scratched his head. He wore his brown hair long, slicked back, like many in the neighborhood. Sometimes she forgot he was a man and not the sweet boy who could do no wrong. “Alright, I can take a hint. But don’t be gone long tomorrow. I’ve got a lead on a steady job.”

      There was no point in acknowledging him. He always had a new lead on employment, but somehow it always fell through. “I’ll be as quick.”

      “Well done. If you keep it up, we’ll have a Christmas bounty.” He smiled, showing off the dimples in his rosy cheeks.

      She bid him sweet dreams, waited for him to leave, and then stretched her arm to close the door. Finding a sleeping gown, she undressed and hung up her costume in a broken wardrobe. Cleaning it was a task, and she tried to get a dozen wears in between launderings. She scraped the bottom of her ointment tin and rubbed the emollient into her cracked hands and heels. Tomorrow, she’d check their finances to see if there was enough for another.

      Extinguishing the oil lamp, she climbed between the stale sheets and piled on three patched quilts. She couldn’t afford to heat the upstairs. The brick chimney abutted Joshua’s room, therefore his space was warmer. Often, seasonal weather wasn’t an issue, and being perpetually exhausted, she fell asleep regardless of the temperature.
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        * * *

      

      Meals were a lengthy affair. Jasmine assisted her mother with breakfast. For almost an hour, she directed and redirected Sarah’s attention to her bowl. Like always, when it was her turn to eat, the oat porridge had thickened into a congealed block.

      No one was to blame. Sarah existed in a shadowy world of the past, brought low to a child’s understanding. She understood simple commands, but became confused and irritated when confronted with complex situations. Last Christmas, Sarah was normal. The aliment had progressed with exceptional speed, astounding physicians. None of her mother’s friends came by anymore, almost no one did, afraid of the cursed house.

      While her mother sipped her medicinal tea, Jasmine cleaned her spectacles with a handkerchief. Ordered from a specialist in Paris, the near black lenses protected her sensitive eyes against the light. Before the Drs Blackwood enrolled her in the medical study, Jasmine kept to dark rooms, curtains drawn against the daylight. Anything brighter than a few candles conjured terrible head pains and nausea.

      Joshua woke up, groggy but cheerful, as was his nature. When not on the drink, Jasmine adored him. He was a carefree soul and brought laughter to their house. Filling a plate, he devoured the cooling food, uncomplaining.

      “How’re you, mum?” he asked.

      Sarah bobbed her chin and patted his hand. “Good boy,” she offered with happiness. “Good boy.”

      “One more bite, mum.” Jasmine held up a spoon, and her mother opened her mouth. “She’s had a good night, I think, helped get dressed, didn’t complain. She did her hair.”

      Grunting, her brother replied, “Well, that’s something. Been awhile since she’s done that much.”

      Jasmine refilled her mother’s cup and then finished the last of her porridge. She gulped down her malty tea, kissed Sarah’s head, and headed to the parlor.

      “I won’t be gone long,” she announced, donning her deceased father’s woolen coat. She wrapped a pretty blue scarf around her neck and tugged her knitted hat over her hair. “If you get a chance, read to her.”

      Joshua swept his hands at her. “I’ve taken care of her before, you urchin.”

      Relieved he was in a good mood, but a tad anxious about leaving her mother, Jasmine went out their front door, locking it for precautions. Despite wearing tinted glasses, she squinted, paused on the stoop, and waited for her eyes to adjust. Adjoining homes of red brick lined both sides of the serpentine alley. Black coal smoke wafted heavenward through the clay and brick chimneys, and icicles hung from the rusty gutters and downspouts.

      The layered clothing made the snowy day tolerable. She passed a handful of vendors selling their trinkets, trying to entice her. She knew most of them and waved a greeting. Another day she’d love to share the local gossip, but not this morning. She left their house later than planned, and though breakfast had just finished at the Loveridge home, it was near to the midday meal for everyone else.

      Running the list of errands through her head, Jasmine stared at her feet while walking, looking out for dangers in the snow. One wrong step, and she could twist an ankle, or worse. Debris littered the area, and the accumulated snow hid unforeseen hazards.

      She ran headlong into something solid and unmovable. Releasing a surprised cry, she stumbled and slipped. Her glasses catapulted from her face as her backside hit the slushy sidewalk.

      Blinded by the light refracting off the white landscape, she covered her burning eyes with one hand and used the other to search for her spectacles. She thrust her fingers outward, hoping to save the medical device before horse or man trampled them.

      A nearby man shouted. The wheels of a carriage skidded across the slick cobbled stone. A flurry of expletives flew high into the air. Jasmine stilled and listened as the sounds of hurried footsteps rushed towards her.

      Without preamble, someone coiled their arms around her and hoisted her to her feet. The familiar weight of her spectacles slid into place, and her unknown savior carefully looped the earpieces into place. Relieved beyond words, she opened her eyes to find a gentleman exhaling frosty air in voluminous plumes.

      He wore a fashionable double-breasted suit of fine black wool and carried a silver-handled walking cane. A dark gray topper hat rode low on his brow.

      “I beg your pardon, sir,” she stammered with escalating embarrassment. “You’ve done me a great service, thank you.” She adjusted the spectacles on her nose.

      This stranger offered a stiff nod. “You are welcome, Miss—”

      “Jasmine Loveridge.” She extended her mitten-clad hand, which he shook without hesitation.

      “Miss Loveridge, a pleasure. I’m Draven McKellis.” He tipped his hat at her, revealing a crop of near pitch-black hair.

      She conducted a quick examination of him, as everyone on Carlyle Street knew of Mr. McKellis. He had a stellar reputation for good business practices and kept a thick cloak of secrecy around his personal affairs. He owned McKellis Silks Co., one of the finest places for factory employment in the area. Everyone knew he paid premium wages, at least double those of his competitors. Since workers rarely left the coveted positions, the factory sent out advertisements for replacements maybe once or twice a year.

      The man possessed a stern demeanor, accentuated by his clean-shaven face and angular features. His brow was wide and tapered to a pointed chin. A collection of faded white scars descended from his left jawline to his neck and disappeared beneath his winter scarf. Unsure of his age, though he appeared no older than a man in his thirties, he had some silvering around his temples, which glittered in the sunlight.

      “In the future, I recommend keeping a keener eye, Miss Loveridge. A carriage wheel meant to crush your spectacles,” he spoke not in reprimand, but out of concern.

      Once again, touching her precious eyewear, she thanked him. “I’ll be more careful, sir. I’ll take no more of your time, but if I can ever repay the kindness, ask a local and they can point you in my direction.” Waving farewell, she continued to The Albion, rushing past people, feeling the flames of embarrassment. At least, she reasoned, they wouldn’t meet again. Their social circles were as far apart as the sun from the moon.

      Inside The Albion Hotel, Jasmine found it decorated for the holiday. The owner, Mr. Thaddeus Anderton, usually avoids dramatic Christmas decorations, but this year was different. Ribbons, garlands, tinsel, and ornaments hung from bannisters and staircases, turning the hotel into a jolly reprieve.

      A young woman worked the registry at the front desk, waiting for guests to arrive or disembark from the hotel. On seeing Jasmine, she asked, “Miss Loveridge, here to drop off a letter?”

      For months, Jasmine wrote reports to Drs Blackwood, detailing the efficacy of the spectacles for their medical research. As instructed, she posted the letters from the hotel, and through her frequent visits, familiarized herself with several of the employees. This woman, not a particular favorite of Jasmine’s, seemed always disappointed when she walked into the building. Today was no different. Without even speaking a word, Jasmine saw her body change. The woman’s attitude shifted like that of a startled cat.

      Digging in a small bag, Jasmine retrieved the letter addressed to the Blackwoods’ home. “Yes, my monthly update.”

      Holding out her hand, the woman accepted the letter by the corner, as if it were a thing of great disgust. “I’ll see that Mr. Anderton receives it.”

      Not letting her ill-mannered behavior discourage her, Jasmine smiled and thanked her, as she did at the end of all their brief encounters. “Have a pleasant Christmas,” she beamed, and turned to leave.

      At the door, Mr. Anderton entered the lobby as she waited to exit. When seeing her, his expression changed from quite concentration to delight. A thousand rumors surrounded this man, and he reveled in the gossip. The hotel was a notorious venue and catered to certain clientele throughout the city.

      Tall and broad, with a comely beard and piercing eyes, Thaddeus Anderton attracted people. Jasmine believed his personality and appearance drew in more guests than the hotel’s illicit offering.

      “Miss Loveridge,” he said, offering his arm. “Speak with me a moment, will you?”

      He guided them to the lobby’s seating area. A cozy fire crackled in its marble cage, driving away the chill. “How is your mother?”

      She provided a filtered version of her mother’s steady mental decline. Everyone had trials and tribulations; bemoaning them to others was unbecoming, and she tried her best to minimize the increasing hardships. There was nothing for him to gain, yet he continued to show kindness and genuine concern towards her family.

      “A true shame, Miss Loveridge. Your mother is a good woman.” Saddened, he shook his head and patted her hand. “If there is anything I can do, you’ll tell me at once. Don’t let that stubborn pride get in the way. I’m well acquainted with your family’s infamous willfulness.” He winked.

      An ornate clock chimed the hour, interrupting their conversation. A keen observer of body language, Jasmine saw his predicament. She checked the buttons on her coat and stood, providing a polite end to their meeting.

      He stood and removed an envelope from his coat’s inner pocket. “If you’re able, I wanted to invite your family to our Christmas dinner. No obligation, mind you.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Anderton,” she said, tucking the card away. “Unfortunately, I’ve to decline. Mother is liable to burn the house down, or worse, but perhaps Joshua can attend.”

      “Of course, I understand, Miss Loveridge. If you change your mind, having you and your mother would be a boon to our party.” He gave her a brief kiss on both cheeks. “You know, those spectacles are fetching on you, gives you mysterious quality men can’t resist.”

      Amused, as Thaddeus Anderton flirted with all women, Jasmine let his sugared words slide away. “If I don’t see you, Happy Christmas. May it be full of good will and cheer.”

      “Happy Christmas, Miss Loveridge,” he replied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Tired from fighting her mother, Jasmine rested at her vanity, preparing for the night’s appointment. Something had upset Sarah, and for hours the woman had paced the house, mumbling to herself in a nonsensical mystery. As she tried to calm her, Jasmine endured her mother’s fury, dodging punches and kicks, until the woman wore herself out. These violent outbursts were rare, but dangerous.

      Jasmine wore her most elaborate costume. As the night’s work took her to a far wealthier portion of the city, she needed to impress the customers. At the mirror, she applied her stage face with care. A mask of paint transformed Jasmine Loveridge into Jasmine the Honest.

      Downstairs, someone unlocked the front door, followed by hurried footsteps sounding throughout the small house. She recognized her brother’s gait as he clattered up the narrow staircase to her room. He didn’t knock on her door, but opened it with exuberance.

      Tying on her last scarf, she glanced up. “What is it? Win a fortune at the tables?”

      Grinning like an idiot, he shook his head. “Even better, Jasmine. You know the silk factory, McKellis Co.?”

      “Yes, I know of it,” she replied, thinking of her recent encounter with the owner.

      “A position opened. They’re holding interviews. I know I can get the job. Think of it, Jasmine, think of the money. A steady income! We could fix the house up proper. Get mum better doctors. Things would change for us,” he gushed with unbridled excitement. Then he ran from her room, a bolt of lightning.

      She reached the hallway before her brother returned, shoving a pile of clothes at her. “You need to wash and press these. I’ve to look my best.”

      Dumbfounded, Jasmine stared at the smelly rags. “You do it,” she said, pushing them back into his arms. “I’m going to be late. And, besides, it’s going to take more than a pressed shirt to impress Mr. McKellis. He’s a no-nonsense man, Joshua. You’d do better to work on explaining your varied work record than worry about clothing.”

      “How do you know what he’s like?” he accused. “You’ve been keeping secrets?”

      “No,” she stated, folding her arms in defense. “I happened upon him today. I’d lost my spectacles in the snow and he retrieved them.”

      Brightening, Joshua’s mind turned with a plan. She could always tell. He got this look, as if this one thing could solve all their problems.

      Lord, so much for keeping her silly mouth shut, she thought. “Don’t even think it, Joshua. I swear, it was a brief encounter, a few minutes at the most. I guarantee he’s already forgotten my name.”

      “But what if he hasn’t? You’re a rememberable lass, Jasmine. Maybe you could put in a word, give me an advantage over the others,” he pleaded. “I need this job. No, we need this job.”

      She exhaled, feeling a headache form along her temples. “If I happen upon him, which I won’t, and the opportunity arises, which it won’t, I’ll do my best.”

      Howling with glee, he picked her up and swung her in a circle. A knock on the door brought their merriment to an end. “My carriage,” she said. “Don’t wait up. I’ll be out late.”

      “I remember,” he replied, tapping his head. “I’m not completely useless.”

      She winced, sensing his hurt pride. “Joshua, please. Of course, you’re not useless. McKellis Co. would do well to hire you. We’ll talk about it tomorrow. Leave out your clothes, and I’ll get everything ready for the interview.”

      Mollified, he kissed her forehead. “Better get going. You don’t want to be late.”

      Jasmine squeezed his forearm and nodded. She grabbed her coat on her way out. Buttoning the shabby outwear, she followed the well-dressed footman to the main street. He helped her into the spacious carriage. The driver snapped the reins, and the vehicle lurched forward. Within minutes, Carlyle Street faded behind them.

      At night, the city burned with gas and electric lighting. During her childhood, few had such luxury, now it was everywhere. Progress infiltrated like capricious ivy, ready to choke out the remnants of the past. Careful not to smudge the window’s glass, she watched the white city pass, tucked beneath a fur lap robe.

      Two monstrous iron gates blocked the drive up to the mansion. A man appeared, swung the massive wrought-iron gates outward and closed them behind the carriage. The stone behemoth glowed from electric lighting. Decorated for the party, large boughs of evergreens and ribbons hung over the windows, and wreaths adorned the entrances.

      At a side entrance, the driver stopped, and the footman assisted her from the carriage. A woman wearing a serviceable calico dress, denoting her status as housekeeper, ushered her inside, taking her coat and folding it over her arm.

      “You’re in the morning room. Dinner has concluded, and the family is waiting in the salon. Everything should be as you instructed,” the woman chirped in a clipped manner as she marched down the downstairs corridor.

      In a noticeable hurry, she transferred Jasmine’s care to a stern-faced footman. He made no effort at conversations, content to guide her in silence.

      The staff arranged the opulent room per Joshua’s instructions. Gauzy black curtains covered all the arched windows and silver candelabras heightened the mysterious atmosphere. A merry fire cast ominous shadows on the papered walls and vaulted ceiling.

      A single round table stood in the room’s center. Jasmine adjusted the high-back chairs. She left two at the table and lined the other four in a semicircle to one side. Next, she arranged her cards, crystal ball, dice, and a black scrying mirror. She added a few trinkets, mostly for the aesthetic. The mummified monkey’s paw, made from paper, a rabbit’s pelt, and imagination, often brought repulsion. Her colorful collection of glass crystals sparkled in the firelight.

      Positioning herself behind the table, Jasmine rolled her shoulders and placed her palms on the table. She inhaled through her nose, filled her lung to capacity, and then exhaled with a soft humming. A knock sounded, and two women entered, giggling at the idea of seeing a fortuneteller. Young women, maybe twenty-years at most, the blush of youth and wine on their cheeks, were the easiest read. They often wanted to know who they would marry.

      They all wanted a handsome, rich man with extensive property.

      On seeing one chair, the woman in blue silk drug another to the table, either unaware or uncaring of Jasmine’s piqued expression. Jasmine shrugged off her annoyance and fell into character. The peart women took turns shuffling and laying out the cards.

      For many, cartomancy was formulaic: the king of diamonds meant a man of influence, the five of clubs signified new friendship, and so on. Jasmine gazed past the cards. They served as a gateway to an unknown place. Card arrangements and designations elicited images, feelings, sometimes scents. They spoke to her, telling a thousand different stories of what had been or what could be.

      The woman in blue, she’d marry a decent man. Children would cause strife in their relationship. Her husband-to-be was infertile, leading to several fruitful trysts. The other, well, she’d marry and be widowed young, return to her familial home, and live as the spinster aunt. Though that sounded bleak, she’d find a great love affair and keep the secret for decades.

      Jasmine leaned into the positive and skirted around problem areas. No one wanted to know the whole truth, and she wished to keep her clients happy. Hearing marriage awaited pleased the women. For the less desirable predictions, well, she had no intention of filling their pretty heads with worry.

      The next grouping contained three young men and two women. The malcontent started with one man and spread like embers on dry tinder. They accused her of fraud, of malfeasance, of skullduggery. To quash their mounting disrespect, she revealed their obvious character flaws. The instigator was a bully, and he picked and needled his friends to hide his own insecurities. Though one woman was almost as outspoken as the braggart, she was a nervous waif, and endured the ribbings for fear of rejection.

      Jasmine went down the line, pointing at each, unveiling their faults. Their complaints quieted, and they eyed one another, abashed. The insight they believed came from the cosmos was born from keen observation and practice. Her mother’s mother, a Romanichal from Clayton Bridge, taught her the indispensable skill of assessing clients’ natures. In all likelihood, the friends knew of their compatriots’ shortcomings, but to hear them spoken aloud by a stranger was unnerving.

      After a considerable pause, Jasmine began the session anew. The group showed the utmost respect, and two men offered half-hearted apologies. With their imperfections scrutinized, no one wished to explore their futures. The social risk was too high. They insisted on contacting the dead.

      Conjuring a spirit was a messy ordeal. It required mental stamina and blood sacrifice. She loathed performing the act and offered alternatives. However, they paid well, so there was the pressure of obligation. When the guests agreed upon the dead subject, an old tutor who tormented them as children, Jasmine began the intricate preparations.

      Salt was an essential tool for purification. Using a spouted canister from her bag, she walked clockwise around the table, leaving an unbroken line of salt on the plush Persian rug. Next, she produced a ceramic bowl and a small knife. She rolled up her sleeve and cut a line across her forearm. With pressure, she milked the blood from the wound and let it drop into the bowl.

      Jasmine offered the knife to the group. Using a blood donation from someone associated with the deceased man would amplify the success of calling him.

      A beefy young man with bright red hair took the blade and cut his palm, mixing his blood with hers. Turning the black mirror, she settled amongst the group and murmured the man’s name beneath her breath. The icy chill of the otherside ran up her spine.

      Closing her eyes, she let herself slide away, like slipping under cold water. She used the pain in her arm to anchor her to their world. Shocked voices and a few startled outbursts erupted as their old tutor’s face appeared in the mirror, mouthing silent, animated words. No one dare speak to the old man, and without more blood to feed the connection, the spirit moved back beyond the veil.

      Jolting forward, surfacing fully into herself, she witnessed the anxious men and woman. Then, together, they burst out in nervous laughter, unsure if what they’d witness was indeed the truth or a well-devised trick. Each tipped her well, far better than usual, and wandered out of the room in high humors.

      The lumbering redhead remained. He toyed with the glass baubles, and asked, “That was real, wasn’t it?”

      Taking a clean handkerchief from her pocket, she pressed it against his bloodied arm. “What do you think, young master?”

      Frowning in thought, he replied, “I come from a long line of Scots. We respect what others may have forgotten. It was real to me.”

      “I’d say you’re the wisest of your companions, sir,” she stated. Some peoples, they remembered the old ways, respected their ancient pasts. Even with modern inventions, some families held on to superstitions because of unexplainable things on earth.

      “You’re a wonder, Miss Jasmine, a genuine wonder.” With that, he strode from the room, master once again of some estate or another. Maybe one night, fifty years in the future, he would pass down this story to his grandchildren as proof of the old ways. And to give them a little fright and respect.

      Weary from the manifestation, as it took a lot of concentration to summon a spirit, she returned to her chair. She straightened the items on the table for the next round of guests. The night was young to them, but she planned to pace herself or face the consequences. Adjusting the scarf around her neck, she disregarded when the newest assemblage of partygoers as they claimed their seats.

      Halfway through her customary welcome speech, she stumbled, noting Mr. McKellis among them. A stunning blonde beauty clung to his arm, unashamed of her brazenness. Or by the amount of cleavage her dress revealed. Jasmine supposed why would she be, with those features, what man would turn her away?

      “Who would like their fortune’s read?” Jasmine asked, picking up the worn deck.

      “I would,” the blond stated, and plucked the cards out of Jasmine’s palm. “I should shuffle them, correct?”

      Jasmine guessed this was not her first encounter with a spiritualist. The woman shuffled the cards, and with a leonine smile, she handed them back. The jewels on her ringed fingers sparkled in the candlelight.

      “And what would you like to know?” Jasmine asked as she separated the deck into three piles.

      Giggling, the blond glanced at her friends as if she were too embarrassed to say aloud. “We all like to know when our dear Mr. McKellis is going to find a suitable wife?” A round of nodding and good-natured ribbing followed, but McKellis refused to share in their merriment. As if soothing his pride, the woman patted his arm. “But I will not ask that question tonight. I’ll ask if my great aunt Beatrix will leave me anything in her will? She’s on her deathbed, you see, and I’m anxious if she’s thought to leave me some of her fine items.”

      Jasmine’s principal rule was to never judge a client, no matter the query. Taking the cards, she flipped them over into a diamond shape, using three cards from each pile. She touched each one, seeing the patterns appear until the card faces morphed into images. A frail woman, birds in cages, a fine set of silver, a disused library, a box of jewelry, dozens of paintings. As she wandered, the cards a conduit, none of the images spoke to her until she came upon a silver box tucked away in a linen closet. The box held an exquisite diamond necklace with a large blue jewel as its crowning piece.

      “Your aunt has a multitude of birds. Their cages fill the house, every room at least a pair near the windows.” Jasmine flipped the cards as she went. “Her house is fine, with long-abandoned rooms, perhaps kept by your uncle when he was alive? She shut them up years ago, like the library. In her sickbed, she’s had the staff move in paintings of her father and mother, a young man and woman, even a brown and black dog with a missing ear.”

      The audience listened with rapt excitement. Captivated
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