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  Prologue


  A woman sits at a wooden table, hands pressed against its edges. Her face is pale, in flickering candlelight, and she wears a simple blue dress. She sees beyond the confines of this gloom, and is familiar with death. She reaches for my hand, and then closes her eyes. She begins to sing. It’s an old nursery rhyme, one my grandmother sang to me.


  The woman sighs, and then clutches the edge of my sweater. She tries to speak, but voices of dead children spill from her lips.


  And they say in a ghostly chorus, “We are here.”


  Rain pummels windows, and subtle rapping begins. The departed are relentless, and I allow them near, remembering why I am here.


  


  1


  My mother died when I was six, beaten to death by her boyfriend, and I’d slept in a room off the kitchen, as he murdered her by the sink. His name was Bill—or Will—and he’d only been around for a week or two.


  I remember other men drinking whiskey with my mother, but none of them stayed long, and I’d hear my mother cry until someone new poured bourbon, or rye, in a lowball glass my dad left behind, along with a photo of him and me—tucked away between dishtowels and detergent.


  My father left my mother when I was four, and I think Mom still loved him, because she’d gaze at that photograph in between love affairs—sometimes setting it on a counter and placing a red rose from the garden beside it. I don’t know where Dad went, but I screamed for him when I found my mother’s body.


  I don’t remember much of what happened after I began to yell, just my grandmother scooping me up, telling me I’d be all right, and the cops searching the house. And I looked to the stairs, saw my mother’s ghost, mouth open in a silent scream, transparent—because wall panels and crooked photographs bled through her gingham dress. And she came again later, when I learned they’d found Bill—or Will—upstairs sleeping, in my mother’s bed, blood spattered on his face and clothes.


  After Mom died, my paternal grandmother, Lena, cared for me, and I lived with her until I became old enough to go on my own. She never spoke about her only son, and I wondered if she mourned for his departure—for the pain he’d inflicted on me.


  She tried to keep me safe, to hide secrets about herself, and about things she’d done. She believed the deceased walk among us, and she spoke with them in darkened rooms—performing séances, as grief-stricken families yearned for communication with those who’d passed.


  I have cloudy memories of my grandmother seated at a table, whispering in an unfamiliar voice, communing with phantoms. Scenes I was not supposed to see, things done long after I’d been tucked into bed—the living and the dead, comingling in bizarre synchronicity.


  Gram told me we should fear the living, and not the dead. She didn’t tell me words once said over bloody flesh could destroy us all, and childhood dreams could turn deadly. My own dreams were simple, and as a child, I’d fill my bedroom walls with colorful renderings of people I imagined, and city scenes—much to my grandmother’s delight. She encouraged my artistic cravings, taking me to New York, and to modern galleries and museums.


  Lena was beautiful, strange and brilliant. At sixty-five she remained slender, with thick blonde hair, possessing a wardrobe reminiscent of the early ’60s. She designed and sewed most of her attire—from offbeat coats to lavish feathered shawls—and kept her home abundant with cats, books and odd souvenirs she’d brought back from her travels.


  I loved to dust the treasures she kept on bookcases, tables and window ledges. One day I discovered a fascinating object. “Where’d you get this?” I asked. I held a tiny marble sculpture in my hands, a woman with cards on her lap, and at her feet. Ghostly, sorrowful faces surrounded her. She wore an elaborate robe, her hair a mass of ringlets, and her hands long and slender.


  “Man I knew a long time ago made it for me.”


  “Is it you, Gram?”


  “Yes,” she told me. Her eyes watered a bit.


  “Who are these people?” I asked, tracing doleful—yet beautiful—faces with my finger.


  “Spirits.”


  And I remembered women who sat at Lena’s dining room table, hands clasped, desperation in their eyes. I wondered if they’d been fearful when ectoplasm escaped from my grandmother’s lips, white wisps of smoke manifesting faces and spindly fingers. I often heard shrill screams and footsteps pounding, and several times ghostly faces looked my way as I peered from behind potted plants.


  “I know you’ve seen what I do.” Lena’s eyes twinkled, and then her gaze flitted around her vast parlor, resting on photographs, paintings and lavish furnishings. “None of this matters. What’s inside you makes all the difference.”


  Lena sold her house when I married Joe. We moved into
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