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Dedication

For my dad




Epigraph

Nothing is so firmly believed as what is least known.

Michel Eyquem de Montaigne

While inspired by a true story, most of what follows is imagined – although exactly how much, who can tell.
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CHAPTER 1

FEBRUARY 1873

27 CHEPSTOW VILLAS, NOTTING HILL

 

Mrs Wood’s séances took place in the dark, just as all interesting things should.

That evening, as the last candle wavered on the sideboard in the smart Notting Hill villa, London’s most influential and affluent believers held their breath. In a few moments, the corridor to the Other Side would open and any one of their desperately missed beloveds might make their way through.

Taffeta shifted and bracelets shivered amidst a flurry of cleared throats but the Great Medium Mrs Wood was in no hurry. She sat calmly in her ornate chair before them all, her flickering shadow cast long against the closed shutters of the bay window behind. She drew in a long, slow breath, her eyes moving easily over the faces turned expectantly back. She was their sun, and they were her blooms.

There were, as usual, twenty-four guests, poised for an evening of spirit and spectacle. Most were patrons, their gems signalling to her in the gloom, but here and there were the unfamiliar faces of those grieving souls who had applied to enter the monthly ballot for one of only eight seats available to the masses at each of her monthly Grand Séances.

Tonight, Mrs Wood looked for those carefully selected eight for whom she had tailored the evening. In the front row, she noted a pocket-eyed woman clutching a carte de visite. Beside her sat a man of clearly moderate means, a careless nature betrayed by his unappealingly splayed knees. Behind them she took in the mother and daughter in twee matching dresses, and another man a little further along the row whose jacket was coming unstitched along the left lapel. A well-padded woman sat in the back row, fanning herself with a ringless left hand. And there, in the far corner, a young couple.

Ah.

There they were.

So easy to spot in the end: the only two people in the entire room not staring back at her. Instead, they sat pressed together staring silently into their laps, their sadness so captivating that for a moment she was snared, unable to look away. But then the faintest of coughs by her ear returned her to the room and, drawing in a long breath, she released one last enigmatic smile.

‘The candle, Mr Larson,’ she said, and her candle-snuffer extraordinaire leapt from his seat at the end of the front row, docking the final flame and plunging the room into a darkness as absolute as death.

Mrs Wood inhaled the collective frisson before exhaling loudly and pronouncing: ‘We begin, as always, with the Lord’s Prayer. Our Father …’

It took only a few moments from the end of the prayer for Mrs Wood to descend into the trance that would link her to the Other Side. After a little humming and a discreet moan, she was ready, opening the door to the first of an entertaining cortège of the dead through her lively spirit guide: the reformed – but still occasionally salty – pirate of the high seas, Jack Starr.

She had learned over the years to pay attention to a séance’s emotional journey: too much frivolity and you became a sideshow, but wallow in too much melancholy, and you created a wake. She therefore limited herself to one tragic death per half, keeping an arsenal of livelier spirits on hand for whenever levity was needed. Useless husbands were always good value. Or a gossipy old maid. And if she needed something quickly, she found dogs to be most reliable. Everyone loved a dog.

That night, however, the dog was not required. The séance flowed flawlessly; a carefully curated rhythm rolling from a husband with a stammer to a sister who asked why her brother had stopped leaving flowers, to touching declarations from a lover swallowed by the sea more than thirty years before, who quoted a beloved poem to a wave of delighted sighs. When the last spectral visitor – a bracing mother-in-law who elicited delighted titters from the room with an enthusiastic rendition of ‘Amazing Grace’ – bade farewell, Mrs Wood felt a discreet tap on her hand and, with a few delicate moans and a yawn, gathered herself from her trance.

A match was struck, the room blanching as the wick of the candle on the sideboard flared and Miss Newman, Mrs Wood’s great friend and séance assistant, took her arm, explaining to the room that it was time for the Great Medium to replenish her energies.

As Mrs Wood made her way from the room, leaning gratefully on Miss Newman, she absorbed her guests’ exclamations of satisfaction with a fatigued yet appreciative smile.
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While her guests were given champagne and a short window to dissect what they had just seen, Mrs Wood and Miss Newman sat in the privacy of her dressing room on the floor above. Miss Newman was studying her notes in preparation for part two of the séance while Mrs Wood refreshed herself with a glass of champagne, her feet up on the lid of her séance trunk.

‘Well,’ said Mrs Wood, leaning back. ‘I still think there’s something fishy.’

Miss Newman looked up. ‘Mrs Pickering was delighted to receive a late invitation,’ she said patiently. ‘Lady Morgan’s apologies had no impact on the course of this evening.’

Mrs Wood shook her head and swallowed her champagne. ‘It’s not that,’ she said. ‘Lady Morgan seemed so keen when I saw her at the Countess’s. And healthy.’

‘It happens,’ said Miss Newman. ‘Now,’ she said, opening her notebook. ‘Mrs Kincaid is …’

‘People have attended my séances damp with influenza, Sarah,’ Mrs Wood continued, her ire brewing. ‘The Colonel comes with his gout all the time. And do you remember when we had that Italian woman with the stomach disorder? If you receive an invitation, you attend, no matter what the ailment. It does not bode well for Lady Morgan to think that she’s better than that.’

‘Violet. Lady Morgan is unwell,’ said Miss Newman firmly. ‘There’s nothing to be done about it.’

But Mrs Wood was not to be assuaged. ‘It’s this younger generation.’ She thumped her glass onto the side-table. ‘They’re so easily felled. I bet Lady Morgan has nothing more than a sniffle.’

The final threads of Miss Newman’s patience gave way and she snapped her notebook shut. ‘Violet, please,’ she said.

‘But you know how influential she is amongst those young things, Sarah. The Green girls are all extremely interested in her.’

‘You’re making far too much of it.’

‘I wish I could agree,’ she said under her breath. How she envied Miss Newman for not knowing the truth of their situation. As loyal as they were, there was no ignoring the cold fact that those important patrons, her countesses and ladies, no longer drew the gaze of the society pages as they once had. When she had been starting out these were the women who were never out of view, their every move – including visits to Mrs Wood’s séances – recorded for all of London to read. Now, instead of discussions around their gowns or companions, her countesses and ladies were more likely to attract oblique references to ailments and hearty commendations for having braved an icy pavement. The truth was that if she wanted to continue in her position, clients like Lady Morgan were essential: young women with influence, and wealth, who could keep her séance room fresh and interesting, and soften the financial blow that the inevitable loss of those older patrons would wield.

She needed women like Lady Morgan so that she could continue to survive.

Energy hissed in her veins from the work of the séance, coddling with the nerves that curled themselves around the far more intimate second half of her Grand Séances. The chair felt suddenly too restrictive and she stood up, the speed of her movement releasing a distant chorus of clinks and rattles from her skirts that she instinctively reached down to quell.

She sighed and turned, surprising herself with her reflection in the overmantel mirror. Without thinking, she peered closer, eyes on the lines across her forehead. Was it the light? She put her fingers to her temples and pulled the skin taut. How was it possible that those lines looked even deeper than they had that morning? She tried to smooth a wayward eyebrow without effect. When had they descended into her mother’s unruly briars?

In a year, she would be forty.

Forty.

She wished she could say she felt no older than twenty-one, but that would be a lie: every year lay heavy on her bones. Her knee ached and she shook her leg to ease it. She had learned to work around it as much as she could, learned to speak or cough whenever she anticipated a click or pop. But the twinging was unpredictable, and unpredictability was the enemy of everything she did.

Forty.

An old woman.

An old widow.

The heat from the grate was suddenly suffocating. ‘I need some air!’

‘Violet?’

But she was already at the window, whisking the curtains apart, releasing a sheet of frigid air into the room that took her breath away. She was about to throw up the sash when something caught her eye and she stopped short.

‘Sarah!’ she said, leaning into the pane. ‘Sarah: that girl’s back again.’

Miss Newman’s skirts moved behind her. ‘The same one?’

Mrs Wood squinted out into the darkness. She was nothing more than a shape in the dark no man’s land between streetlamps, huddled against the Fosters’ railings on the opposite side of the street. Just as she had been at last month’s Grand Séance. Just as she had the month before, and the month before that. The same place. The same time.

‘Should I be worried, do you think?’ Mrs Wood said as Miss Newman stood alongside her.

‘I’m sure it’s nothing,’ Miss Newman said but there was something in her voice, a curl to her tone that implied she wasn’t sure either. ‘Do you want me to send Mr Larson out?’

She paused. Did she?

But then, as though sensing she was being watched, the girl suddenly looked up, her face a moon in the shadows and her eyes locked onto Mrs Wood’s. For a moment, they were connected: Mrs Wood and the girl who appeared, seemingly without fail, to simply stand outside her house. The girl she swore she glimpsed outside the homes of her patrons when she was visiting. The girl who always disappeared before anyone could catch her.

And then, the same girl was moving and within a minute she had been swallowed by the swirl of activity on Portobello Road.

‘Well,’ said Miss Newman. ‘Whoever she is, that’s her gone for tonight.’

Mrs Wood craned back down the street, trying to catch a final glimpse. ‘She must want something. Why else would she keep coming back?’

‘I’ll put money on her being from your ballot,’ she said. ‘You know how impatient some people can get.’

‘They send flowers, Sarah. Hampers of port and cheese. They don’t stand out there in all weathers doing nothing.’

But Miss Newman was not to be fazed. ‘You’ll see. Her name will come up in the ballot, she’ll have her evening with you and that’ll be the last of her.’

‘I hope so,’ she said. ‘There’s something about her. Something … Do you feel it?’

Miss Newman gave a little laugh. ‘Isn’t that more your speciality?’ she said with a smile and Mrs Wood felt a momentary ease in her tension. ‘Come,’ she said, taking her arm. ‘There’s work to be done.’

Mrs Wood allowed herself to be led back across the room towards the thick heat of the fireside. ‘I don’t know. I’m all at sixes and sevens tonight,’ she said, her skirts giving off distant shimmers of metal on metal and stone on stone as she sat. ‘Maybe it’s the moon.’

But Miss Newman waved her hand dismissively, collecting her notebook from her seat as she settled opposite, flicking to the page marked with a ribbon. ‘Now,’ she said, smoothing the book open in her lap. ‘First. The widow. Husband?’

‘Whiskers,’ Mrs Wood said with a nod. ‘That recital sketch showed quite a pair.’

Miss Newman’s pen hovered over the page. ‘And you’re certain you identified the right member of his quartet?’

Mrs Wood levelled her with a stare. ‘I know the difference between a violin and a cello, dearest.’ Then she waved her hand, the interrogation over. ‘Right. Next. This Nicholls man,’ she said. ‘The brother. Fossils,’ She patted the small, hidden pocket on her right hip and nodded. ‘The Countess. Mrs Hart will have a go. Then …’ She stopped. ‘And then …’ The name caught in her throat.

‘William …’ Miss Newman said quietly.

She swallowed. ‘William.’ It would be her least favourite moment of the séance but, and she was more than aware of this sad fact, it would be the evening’s defining one. ‘William,’ she whispered.
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A short time later, Miss Newman rang the bell, her sign for Mrs Wood’s fellow Medium and Circle Member, Mrs Hart, to chivvy the guests back into the séance room.

‘The table is about to begin, ladies and gentlemen!’ Mrs Hart called, but Mrs Wood’s guests needed little encouragement to put down their glasses. Everyone knew that the second part of the Grand Séances was even better than the first. They spilled greedily back through the doors of the séance room to find it transformed in their absence. Whilst they had refreshed themselves on champagne and gossip, Mr Larson had been humping the furniture around, replacing the rows of chairs in the centre of the room with the Great Medium’s vast round séance table. Half of the chairs had been pushed into a semicircle around the back of the room while the other half had been set at the table, ready to receive the rears of the guests who had been chosen by Jack Starr, the salty spirit guide, to join the table and receive personal messages from the spirit world.

It was Mrs Hart’s job to pass on the invitation from Jack, and she carried it out with customary aplomb, announcing the names of the selected few and leading them to their seats with Barnum-level pageantry. Those who had not been called received her most sincere apologies and a place within the semicircle of seats, prioritising the best views of the Medium – should the candle be lit – to patrons.

That night, the allocation of seats went as smoothly as ever and, once everyone had settled, Mr Larson began arabesquing his way around the room damping the candles until only the one on the sideboard behind Mrs Wood’s chair remained.

And then, Mrs Wood and Miss Newman returned, refreshed and reinvigorated in a waft of subtly applied jasmine scent. Mrs Hart guided her into her chair lit by the light of the single candle before taking her own seat beside Mrs Reynolds, another member of Mrs Wood’s spiritual circle, whose gentle nature was essential for offering comfort to a sitter who might be especially upset.

‘What a lovely table,’ she said with a smile. ‘Jack has chosen well.’ And the room held a collective breath while Mrs Wood settled herself, holding her skirts carefully to avoid any tell-tale noises. She inhaled slowly, taking a moment to refamiliarise herself with the faces now surrounding her. This was her world, she thought as she felt her blood settle from the nonsense with the strange girl outside. This was her domain.

She exhaled and smiled at the table.

In addition to those two members from her Circle, Mrs Reynolds and Mrs Hart, the table comprised of two of her favourite patrons, the Dowager Lady Gregory and her daughter Lady Harrington, alongside the widow from the front row. She sat nervously fiddling with her carte while, next to her, the man with the shabby jacket skewered his ear expertly and inspected the contents with unsettling interest. He was next to a monocled man who was whispering with a thin-lipped woman. Then came the glittering Countess casting faintly appalled glances at the ear-excavating man opposite, with the young, sad couple carefully positioned between the disinterest of the Countess and the maternal warmth of Mrs Reynolds.

And then there was Mrs Hart and the Great Medium herself.

Twelve sitters.

And the girl.

What?

She shook her head, covering her confusion with a smile. Her vision penetrated the murk, and she realised that of course it wasn’t the girl from outside sitting in her séance room. It was the girlish-looking son of Mrs Jupp sitting neatly with his hands on his knees and an expression of pretty interest. She swallowed, collecting herself. The girl was not here and the girl was not important, she scolded herself. The séance room was.

Her livelihood.

She exhaled with a benevolent smile. ‘Thank you, Jack,’ she said to the air. ‘And ah!’ She gesticulated grandly at the array of instruments Mr Larson had placed, as requested, in the middle of the table. ‘It looks as though we are to be treated to a musical adventure this evening.’ She threw a quick glance at Miss Newman, who had taken up her usual position in the shadows beside the sideboard. Miss Newman did not sit at the table for the second half since her role now necessitated frequent movement: simple things like locking and unlocking doors, snuffing candles Mr Larson couldn’t reach and helping sitters who became overwhelmed, alongside a routine of carefully curated unseen spirited mischief.

Satisfied that Miss Newman was ready, Mrs Wood exhaled and became serious. ‘Now,’ she said, her voice smooth and soothing. ‘We begin again, as always, in the dark.’

And, thanks to Miss Newman, the final candle went out.
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With the opening prayer complete, Mrs Wood instructed everyone at the table to place their hands on the tabletop, spreading them wide so that their little fingers touched the little fingers of their neighbours – as delicately as was respectable.

‘We are ready!’ she called, her voice bouncing off the walls. ‘Spirits! Come!’

Anticipation sparked in the darkness as the sitters’ hands grew warm and damp on the mahogany tabletop until …

TAP! TAP! TAP!

… violent rapping erupted across the table and the man with the monocle let out a shriek.

‘The spirits are with us!’ Mrs Wood whispered, and the room strained to breathe.

‘Here comes Archangel Michael!’ exclaimed Mrs Reynolds suddenly, and taffeta and silk rustled as everyone craned to see in the darkness. ‘He’s here to ensure the spirits’ safe journey.’

‘Welcome to the table, Archangel Michael,’ said Mrs Wood, her voice soft and even. ‘And I can see you have brought some friends.’ The room shifted nervously. She inhaled, exhaled.

RATATATAT!

The face of the strange girl from outside bloomed suddenly in her mind and she hesitated for a moment; there was something in the way she had stared so boldly back …

BANG!

The shock made her gasp along with the rest of the room. In that moment of thinking about that damned girl rather than the work at hand, her toe had slipped on the pulley that rattled the table, causing it to fall with a force that frightened the sense back into her.

‘You are so lively!’ she shouted through gritted teeth, furious at herself for making such a stupid mistake. That was exactly how lesser Mediums exposed themselves. She took another breath. Forced herself to focus.

Ratatatat.

The table began to roll again, tentative, gently as she concentrated on regaining control. A moment more and her confidence began to return.

RATATATAT!

She allowed the table to speed up, and it roiled beneath their palms like a dinghy in a storm. ‘Oh! Who is it?’ she called. ‘What do you want? Let me help you!’ The table stilled suddenly, and the room was silent.

‘Oh!’ she said. ‘I keep … they keep trying to turn my hand over … Are you trying to give me something?’ And then she gave another gasp. ‘Oh! They have given me something. Something small and … And am I to give it to … Mr Nicholls?’ She paused. ‘Is there a Mr Nicholls? Are you here?’

There was a clearing of a throat at the table. ‘That is I,’ said a gruff voice. The shabby-coated, ear-cleaning gentleman.

‘Please,’ said Mrs Wood. ‘For some reason they want me to give you this. I think it may be a stone? You are permitted to break the circle to receive it.’ The tambourine jangled on the table as the stone was passed across and Mr Nicholls cleared his throat again, his chair whispering on the rug as he resettled into his seat. ‘I don’t know what they were thinking,’ said Mrs Wood as the room fell silent again.

‘My brother,’ said Mr Nicholls. ‘It feels like a fossil. My brother was a great fossil hunter. Could we light a candle so I might see?’

‘The spirits would prefer you did not,’ said Mrs Wood. ‘You may look when they have departed. They have so much to say and so little time and light drains my energy.’

A heavy pause settled and then …

Gasps ricocheted around the room. ‘What is that?’ wavered a thin male voice.

‘Don’t fret, dears. It’s just the spirits!’ called Mrs Hart.

A spark of light was shining above the table, quivering and then swooping up and down. ‘It’s difficult to read,’ said Mrs Wood, and she was right: the light was tracing letters but they were disappearing as soon as they were realised. ‘But this is a message from the spirits. Perhaps from your brother, Mr Nicholls? He appears to be concerned that you are overworked at the moment, sir.’ She hesitated for a moment then began to read a message:


For our light and momentary troubles

Are achieving for us

an eternal glory

that far outweighs them all



‘He did enjoy a good bible verse,’ said Mr Nicholls.

‘As did my husband!’ chirruped the small widow.

‘As do we all,’ said Mrs Wood. ‘Indeed, I feel it’s a message for everyone – something we should remember every day. Thank you.’ She bowed her head in the darkness and … the tambourine burst into life, shimmering and shaking with gusto, clattering overhead around the table and even towards the sitters at the back of the room. A man clapped loudly out of time while someone exclaimed, ‘It was by my ear!’ and then the table began to roll again and the tambourine slammed down and the violin was suddenly alive, swooping around and filling the air with ‘The Last Rose of Summer’.

Mrs Wood laughed. ‘We have a musician with us!’ she said, as the violin finished with relish, landing back on the table with an enduring thrum. ‘I think everyone on both sides enjoyed that!’

‘My husband,’ said a quiet voice from the table. The small widow. She cleared her throat. ‘He played professionally.’

‘That’s who this noisy gentleman is. Bravo, sir!’ she said. ‘And what wonderful whiskers!’

‘He … whiskers?’ said the widow. ‘He didn’t have …’

‘Oh, he would’ve had quite an exuberant set, he’s telling me,’ she replied with deceptive ease, grateful she couldn’t see Miss Newman’s face, even if she could feel her exasperated eye roll in the darkness. ‘Should he have been permitted to let them grow. On the Other Side, they can be exactly as they always wanted to be.’

The widow said nothing as Mrs Wood moved on.

Citrus stung the air, and a short missive of love came through for the Countess, who received it with a self-satisfied sigh. She did so enjoy being the one to receive a missive of love.

The evening progressed with more rocking and knocking from the table, and a few playful souls rushed about swapping some of the ladies’ hair combs in the room, even snatching the ostrich plume off the Countess and tucking it into a wildly unimpressed Mr Nicholls’ parting.

And then …

‘Oh. Oh, my darling.’ The quiet of Mrs Wood’s voice cut through the excitement and everything was suddenly still and silent.

‘Oh, my dearest, sweetest darling,’ she continued, pausing to listen. ‘I understand,’ she said. ‘I think it’s the sensible thing to do. But it will take a moment.’ And then she lowered her voice to speak to the table. ‘My dears, we shall be experiencing something quite special. Please. All of us. Hold hands as tightly as you can, for this little soul needs as much of our energy as we can muster.’

The room subsided into rustles.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Oh, he’s showing me such tiny fingers. And those eyes … aren’t you beautiful …’

‘William.’ The young woman at the table whispered. ‘William, is that you? Is that my son?’

‘I’m afraid he cannot speak here, as he could not speak on earth,’ said Mrs Wood in a distant, tired voice. ‘But he’s showing me the most wonderful images.’

‘It’s William?’ she asked again.

‘I think it is. Yes. William. What a beautiful little boy.’

‘William!’ The woman choked on a sob halfway between a cry and a laugh. ‘Everyone always said so when they saw him.’

‘He wants me to say thank you,’ she said. ‘Oh, he has such a good heart.’

‘Thank you? But what can he be grateful for?’ said the woman. ‘I should never have taken him out. It was too cold. It was my fault. I …’

‘He wants you to know that he was never unhappy when he was with you. All he ever knew was love. He wants you to know that he could never have wished for a better mother or father for the time he was on earth.’

‘But I failed him …’

‘What was that? Who are you showing me? Oh. Are these your grandparents?’

The husband let out a strangled cry. ‘He’s not alone, Cecie! He’s with Mother!’

‘And they tell him all the time about their wonderful son and their wonderful daughter-in-law. And when they’re not doing that …’ She paused. ‘Sorry, he’s showing me this with such enthusiasm it’s hard to keep up.’ She paused again. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Apparently, they spend time with you each day. They especially love to join you when you are out walking.’ Another pause. ‘Perhaps you’ve felt them?’

‘I have!’ said the woman. ‘I thought I was going mad but—’

‘We’re so sorry, darling boy,’ said the husband. ‘We should have been more careful …’

Mrs Wood chuckled. ‘He said “pish!” to that,’ she said. ‘He does not believe there is anything to say sorry for. He is with his beloved grandparents and the Lord.’

‘Are they well?’ the husband asked.

‘I’m afraid his energy is fading,’ and Mrs Wood’s voice began to grow fragile. ‘He is growing faint … He has one final thing … he wants me to tell you … Mother, Father. Believe me when I say that no child is luckier for love, than I …’

The only sounds in the room were the pitiful sobs of the bereaved mother attempting to compose herself.

‘Thank you,’ she said at last. ‘His passing was not peaceful. The agony we have felt. But now, knowing he is safe and with my husband’s parents … Thank …’ Her words disappeared.

‘I am merely the conduit,’ Mrs Wood said softly in the darkness. ‘Perhaps you might like …’ She touched Mrs Reynolds’ arm and she dutifully moved to the couple. The room waited, patiently and respectfully, as Mrs Reynolds walked them out with whispers of comfort, unlocking then carefully relocking the séance room door behind them as she went.

With the emotions managed, the room took the opportunity to gather itself and then …

‘Well! I have a very generous soul here,’ said Mrs Wood, as though nothing else had happened. ‘They’re saying it’s time for a treat!’

At this, a wave of muted excitement rushed around the room and then, after an audible thwock, Lady Harrington exclaimed. ‘A banana! It landed right in my lap!’

And then …

‘Oh!’ squeaked a woman from the back of the room and she sniffed loudly. ‘An orange. In February!’

‘… I think I’ve got …’

And then an ooof! from the Countess. ‘Watermelon!’ she shouted and broke into peels of uncharacteristic laughter. ‘I have been yearning for watermelon since I left Naples!’

‘… a walnut! Two of ’em!’

Citrus fizzed. ‘Another orange!’ said someone with a very full mouth. ‘And it’s delicious.’

The room became almost frenzied, the air thick with the smell of citrus and berries, everyone craning in the darkness, trying to make out if they too would be treated to one of the apples or damsons or sticky dates landing in laps like strange rain while Mrs Wood focused on the invisible movements around the room that only she could discern.

And then …

Stillness.

‘The angel is leaving!’ exclaimed Mrs Reynolds, who had received a kumquat on her return from seeing the young couple into a cab. ‘Archangel Michael is waving goodbye.’

‘And he is taking our spirits with him,’ said Mrs Wood, cutting through the hubbub. ‘Let us join our hands one last time to say our final prayer and thank these visitors from the Other Side for all they have given us tonight.’

She bowed her head, the Lord’s Prayer falling from her mouth without her having to even think about it.

As the room prayed, sated and drowsy after all the excitement, Mrs Wood’s mind returned to that moment of potential disaster earlier in the séance, like a finger picking over a scab. She had allowed herself to be distracted by that damned girl and, as a consequence, she had made a mistake that could have cost her; if someone should have noticed how her foot had slipped, or even seen it had slipped at all, everything would have been over. She had pulled it back, surpassed herself even, but the mistake had been made.

But then she thought of the grieving parents; how she had seen the mother blossom from devastation to hope because of her work, how the father’s burden became visibly lighter across his shoulders. She allowed herself to breathe. For all the fun and frivolity she was famous for, her ability to help those in emotional need was the thing that drove her. Tonight, amidst the flying damsons and dancing lights, she had done something that mattered.

The prayer was ending. She recentred herself, returning to the room and the electricity flowing around her.

She had done well. No. She had done brilliantly.

Tonight had been another success.

But then, as the collective Amen fluttered through the room and she lifted her head, she heard it.

It was almost imperceptible, so quiet it was possible only she had heard it.

But to Mrs Wood it was as loud as a klaxon: impossible to miss.

The sound of a poorly stifled yawn.
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CHAPTER 2

Mrs Wood woke early the following morning after barely two hours of fitful, angry sleep.

That damned yawn. Who was the culprit?

That damned strange girl. Who was she?

She had never made such a mistake at a séance. Not once in the more than decade-and-a-half she had been in London, nor in her life before. She had always repressed distractions without effort, even when they had been in the very core of her, and no one had ever yawned so publicly during one of her séances.

Had her mistake been seen? Was that why they had yawned?

She’d sat at the top of the pile for years now. To be unimpeached in all that time was a singular rarity in her world; public Mediums simply didn’t have long careers. She had lost good friends and, thankfully, irritating competitors to errors of judgement along the way while Mrs Wood remained unblemished, untouchable.

Indeed, she had even enjoyed those evenings where pious little evidence-obsessed scientists tried to disprove her with their ridiculous homemade machines. She had carried out séances in oversized nightgowns, been intimately frisked by the investigators’ desperately awkward female assistants. She was even sewn into an all-in-one made of green cotton by some particularly overzealous psychic researcher and she’d ended up leading the table looking like an enormous runner bean. Regardless of their methods, her favourite moment during each experiment was the moment when she had to sadly report that the investigator’s hostile energies had frightened off all of the spirits, especially when they were then faced by the furious host whose séance they had ruined.

Yes. She had beaten the most scrupulous testing to have her reputation confirmed again and again that she was, indeed, a Medium of integrity and unparalleled talent. But the world was changing. Expectations were changing. It hadn’t escaped her notice that when she shared tea with friends and patrons, conversation always seemed to drift towards a young Medium starting out in some backwater or how someone in Connecticut had apported an entire family, including the dog.

Every time someone felt the need to tell her of her rising competition, the inevitability that one day her reign would be over became more real. She was acutely aware of how much people loved new. She had been that new thing once herself, usurping established Mediums with her pink cheeks and youthful exuberance.

But she wasn’t pink-cheeked and exuberant anymore. Even if she chose to ignore her reflection, the pain in her joints reminded her and the unpredictable clicks and cracks from her knees had rendered some popular pieces in her repertoire necessarily redundant.

Of course, her own patrons were ageing too, and the women she sat with, her own Circle, were becoming greyer and squintier with each year. But that didn’t mean that her patrons would put up with the same from their Medium. Who on earth would want to sit at their opulent séance table and see a decrepit old widow creaking back at them from a bath chair?

Perhaps that was why Lady Morgan had sent her apologies. Young, vivacious and frequently in the society columns, Lady Morgan was a newcomer to the London spiritual scene, and all the Mediums were out to snare her. Which was why Mrs Wood had been so thrilled by the introduction at the Countess’s January séance. She had delivered a special, spontaneous message for her that garnered gasps and Lady Morgan had squeezed her hand when she left and whispered that she couldn’t wait to see her again. So why hadn’t she come? I am unwell, her note had said. Just that. I am unwell.

No one turned down an invitation from Mrs Wood.

Miss Newman may have dismissed it, but it was Mrs Wood’s job to be aware of what was unspoken. And what it felt like was disinterest. Was this the beginning of her descent? She felt a thrill of panic. She still had a house to maintain, wages to pay. She wasn’t ready for it all to end now. She couldn’t afford for it to end.

A particularly loud clatter from Eliza in the house beyond, followed by a colourful stream of irritation, brought her back to her cold room and she began to stew that her fire was not yet lit. This was not unusual after an in-home evening séance: Mrs Wood enjoyed sleeping late, and Eliza had learned by experience she wasn’t always pleasant when she was disturbed, even to light the fire. But the room had grown depressingly damp and chill and as the air slithered beneath her goose down, she was back on her pallet in Hull where the wet harbour air seeped through the patched windows and she would wake with frost in her hair.

She shook her head. Memories such as those were never helpful. She pushed herself up and shouted instead: ‘Eliza! My fire, Eliza!’

An irritated sigh carried along the landing like an angry bird and then Eliza barrelled in without knocking, the basket of kindling stacked on her hip. ‘You’re early,’ she said. ‘It’s not even nine.’

To the rest of the world, Mrs Wood was the Great Medium. To Eliza, who held no truck with such blandishments, she was, at best, an inconvenience.

As her maid stomped along the landing, Mrs Wood thought, not for the first time, how nice it would be to have someone in her employ who didn’t mind being there. One who perhaps resented the work at hand less. But Eliza hadn’t been hired for her charm; she had been hired for her obvious dislike of human company: a maid who kept herself to herself was gold dust for a Medium. And despite her heavy foot and constant state of vague irritation, Eliza’s discretion and loyalty were faultless.

‘The fire, Eliza.’

‘Well, you can’t go shouting at me when I’m only doing my job.’ She dropped the basket beside the fireplace, gathering her skirts to kneel on the hearth. ‘“Do me last, Eliza,” you say. “I cannot stand to be disturbed by you.” And now you’re all, “Where are you, Eliza? You’re late. Eliza.”’

While she quietened to focus on the task, Mrs Wood sat up, pulling her cap down to warm her ears as she watched Eliza work with expert speed. She was hungry, and she couldn’t stop thinking about the cake she knew Cook had made for the previous evening: a three-layered monstrosity stuffed with coffee cream and topped by plump candied walnuts. Perhaps there would be some left over.

The fire caught and Eliza’s face bloomed orange. She turned. ‘Happy?’ Then she squatted to pack her basket. ‘Cook’s got some trout in for breakfast,’ she said. ‘The cab for Mrs Farnham’s is due for half eleven so shall I let her know you’d like it served up here?’

‘I shall breakfast with Miss Newman,’ she said. ‘Can you let her know that I’m ready to dress?’

Eliza shrugged. ‘As you like,’ she said, and pulled the door firmly closed behind her.

Mrs Wood sat in the suddenly still room, listening to the fire pop and hiss to life. Even though her mind felt gauzy with tiredness, she was glad she’d woken at a reasonable hour. The power of the panic and passion that had kept her up through the night had returned and she threw her blankets back, swinging her feet onto the rug on the floor. There was too much to be done to dwell on things, she thought, shoving her feet into her slippers. There always was.
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While Mrs Wood picked at her trout, Miss Newman spread marmalade an inch deep on her toast and devoured it, elaborating around mouthfuls on the content of a talk she was planning to attend at her women’s society over the weekend.

‘You should come,’ she said. ‘I’m sure you’d find it fascinating. Miss Cobbe is a brilliant speaker, and she has such a vision for the future of womankind.’

Mrs Wood gave a sigh. She had no strong opinions on the equality of the sexes – she had succeeded as a woman, after all. The idea didn’t concern her one way or the other; it was the types of women that such ideas attracted that raised her eyebrows. Radicals horrified the less forward-thinking generations who made up the bulk of her more generous patrons. ‘No, thank you,’ she said. ‘Women will do perfectly well without me on board.’

‘There’s talk of a rally,’ said Miss Newman, finishing her coffee. ‘Through Hyde Park.’

Mrs Wood stopped, her fork caught between her plate and her mouth. ‘Surely you’re not thinking you shall attend?’ she said. ‘What if someone should see you?’

‘Good!’ said Miss Newman. ‘The more people we can get to listen to us, the better.’

But Mrs Wood shook her head. ‘You’ll get yourself a name,’ she said, putting her fork down and pushing her plate away. ‘Going about with those kinds of women. It reflects on me, Sarah.’

Miss Newman’s cheeks pinked. ‘What kinds of women?’ she said. ‘Women who think that the weaker sex deserves a voice? Gosh. How terrible.’

‘Now there. See? You never would’ve spoken like that before you started going to those things.’

‘If you’re suggesting they’ve changed me, then perhaps you’re right.’

Mrs Wood gave a laugh to mask a wave of concern. The last thing she would ever want was for Miss Newman to change. When she had discovered her seven years before in Sicily, Miss Newman had been a jewel dulled by the thankless job of companion to a corpulent Austrian heiress. Within a week, Mrs Wood had stolen her away and in the subsequent years she had evolved from excellent personal assistant to the closest of friends, a constant in her home and her other half in her séances. There was nothing she wanted to change about Miss Newman: her life could not continue as it did without her just the way she was.

‘Change for change’s sake isn’t always for the best,’ she said.

Miss Newman raised an eyebrow but stayed quiet. ‘You’re stewing,’ she said suddenly.

Mrs Wood sat back in her chair. She toyed for a moment with telling Miss Newman about the yawn. Had she heard it too? She certainly hadn’t said anything when they had debriefed after the séance. But she couldn’t face unpicking it, not this early in the morning on so little sleep.

‘Are you still worrying about Lady Morgan?’

She took the lifeboat from Miss Newman, returning to an area of concern that was easier, but no less pressing, to discuss. ‘You know how much influence she has over young society,’ she said. ‘If she goes for one of the newer Mediums, then she’ll certainly take Lady Cooper with her. And what of the Green sisters? They all think Lady Morgan is everything.’

‘You’re practically part of the Green family, Violet. You’ll be with them forever.’

‘Exactly! I’ve worked with their mother for so long those girls must think of me as some old artefact.’

Miss Newman gave a laugh. ‘They love you, Violet. You know that.’

‘Everyone loves an old aunt,’ she said.

‘Violet. You’re being ridiculous. You’re the best Medium working …’

‘I know, I know.’ She forced a smile, the weight of the conversation suddenly unbearable. ‘You’re right,’ she said with a forced smile. ‘I’ve just been disappointed. I’m sure everything is fine.’ And she laughed as brightly as she could in the hope that it would convince her that her words were true.
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Mr Larson cleared his throat on the threshold of the back parlour.

‘It’s all right, dearest,’ said Mrs Wood from her seat beside the fire. ‘You can come in.’

He leaned forward, his long legs taking a single, loping step. ‘I don’t mean to interrupt …’ He cleared his throat again and looked at Miss Newman, who blinked back. ‘I wondered if you might have …’

Mrs Wood looked at Miss Newman. ‘I think he would like a moment,’ she said, and they both turned back to Mr Larson, who was rocking on his heels in a manner that suggested he was either about to begin a sermon or propose, although the ledger tucked beneath his arm was a firm indicator that his actual purpose was even drier.

It had been Mr Wood who introduced her to Mr Larson. Back then she had been Miss Bell and Mr Wood had had a whole other wife. When that wife died suddenly in late 1863, Mr Wood’s private consultations had swiftly evolved into social occasions which, in turn, evolved into an association that was, if not love, most certainly very fond. Mr Larson had appeared shortly before Mr Wood’s offer of marriage: a tall, spindly accountant who managed Mr Wood’s investments. He had never been to a séance before and was intrigued. That intrigue turned to conviction in a single moment, when Mrs Wood reached his long-dead twin on the Other Side, delivering a choking confession of enduring love into the dark room that changed his life.

For Mrs Wood, it had been easy: the moment she saw him she had read the weight of his loss, seen how his shoulders wilted beneath it. He was a man desperate to be healed. And so that’s what she did: she put him back together, piece by piece, until he was able to forgive himself for what he had always considered his part in the accident that had taken his twin brother. This act of attention and redemption had secured his loyalty to Mrs Wood for life.

When Mr Wood died in the summer heat of 1870, Mr Larson assumed not only an all-encompassing sense of responsibility for the preservation of his friend’s widow, but also for his investments. Mrs Wood was maintaining her own day-to-day income through her patrons’ stipends and gifts, and it seemed logical to them both that he should continue in his role with his knowledge of the complex labyrinth of accounts that Mr Wood had tied his money into.

When she’d made that decision, however, she hadn’t anticipated quite how often Mr Larson would want to talk about those investments until even the sight of the ledger filled her with despair.

And there it was again, tucked neatly beneath Mr Larson’s arm like a pet, indicating only one eventuality: another impromptu meeting about finances.

Excellent.

‘Don’t keep her too long,’ Miss Newman was saying as she gathered her notebook and pen and stood. ‘We have a very busy day ahead and she had a late night.’

‘Wonderful work!’ he said abruptly. ‘Last night, I mean. Simply splendid.’

Mrs Wood smiled. ‘Thank you,’ she said, and then she stopped. ‘Mr Larson. Did you see a girl across the road when you arrived last night?’

Mr Larson paused, and Miss Newman laughed. ‘Mrs Wood has a little ghost.’

‘She’s not a ghost, Sarah,’ Mrs Wood said, and Miss Newman held her hands up in submission. She looked back at Mr Larson. ‘Did you see anyone out there?’

‘I … I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘No one of note.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Not even a tiny spirit?’ Miss Newman teased as she came alongside him in the doorway.

‘I … I … ahhh …’ Mr Larson stammered, but Mrs Wood shook her head.

‘Ignore her,’ she said pointedly. ‘It’s nothing.’ She smoothed her skirt. ‘What did you want to discuss?’

Mr Larson waited until Miss Newman had left and then closed the door quietly behind him. But he didn’t come into the room as Mrs Wood expected.

‘Mr Larson?’

He cleared his throat again.

‘Mr Larson. I am due at Mrs Farnham’s before lunch. I don’t have much time.’

He turned briefly, as though checking that the door was quite closed, and then took a breath. ‘Mrs Wood,’ he said, his eyes on the floor at her feet. ‘I am not the bearer of good news.’
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Mrs Wood slumped back in her chair. ‘All of it?’

‘I fear so.’ Mr Larson turned his hands, staring at them as though he had answers written across his fingers.

She sat blindly, still absorbing what he had just told her: how the diamond mine riots in New Rush towards the end of last year had wiped out their investment.

‘You’re remaining remarkably calm,’ he said, his jaw flexing. ‘Although I would always expect a sensible response from you.’

‘Investments fail, Mr Larson,’ she said, her mind whirling behind her facade. ‘We weren’t wholly reliant on New Rush were we?’

‘No, of course not. Mr Wood was a clever investor.’

‘I know.’ She looked at him and he gave a strangled smile. ‘But?’ she said.

He exhaled. ‘The New Rush mine was a substantial part.’

Her stomach clenched. ‘I see.’

‘The rest of his investments remain healthy. There is …’ his cheeks pinked a little as he braced himself for the word. ‘… money.’

‘Just not as much as before.’

His embarrassment deepened and he shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other, patches of red appearing on his neck. He cleared his throat. ‘Not quite.’

Her mind instinctively ran through the séances she had planned for the next few weeks, calculating the expenditure, where costs might be cut. Her Circles didn’t need much, a cake and some tea, but her patrons and the sitters at her Grand Séances expected the glitter and gleam that was usual for a woman of her class – or, more to the point, the class of her patrons. She couldn’t possibly be seen to cut any corners when her patrons were present: they gifted her each month to ensure they were prioritised. Being served anything other than the finest tea and exquisite patisserie would raise eyebrows. And her Grand Séances required champagne plus a hot meat buffet at a minimum.

‘How long have you known?’ she said.

She heard him sigh. ‘The news came on Monday.’

She looked up. Monday?! ‘You should’ve told me,’ she said.

‘I didn’t want to upset you ahead of Tuesday’s séance. I never would’ve forgiven myself if—’

‘You should have told me.’

He winced at each syllable. ‘I was protecting you.’ But he looked away. ‘I blame myself,’ he said. ‘I should have kept myself abreast of the political situation, reacted sooner. I …’

‘It’s not your fault,’ she said, but it lacked the conviction she knew he wanted to hear.

‘I’m the one responsible for your investments, Mrs Wood. I’m the one who manages them. The blame sits squarely with me.’

She gave a quick inhale and shook her head. ‘And you’re also a friend who I know will always do his best by me.’

He stopped, his face set. ‘Mrs Wood,’ he said. ‘I am sure that this is something that you will come to in your own time, and it is the most delicate of suggestions for me to extend but … while I am resolving this … situation, might I suggest that you … if at all possible …’

‘I will see what adjustments can be made,’ she said, becoming increasingly desperate to end the discussion. ‘I am sure there are areas where I may make some quiet reductions without causing any alarm.’

He sagged with relief and wrung his hands. ‘I promise, just as I did to your late husband, that I will always protect you, Mrs Wood.’

She smiled briskly. ‘Thank you,’ she said, gathering her skirts. ‘But now, Mr Larson, dearest. I must really be getting on. Mrs Farnham is expecting me.’ She gave the politest of nods and hurried to the door so that he wouldn’t see quite how furious she was with him for placing her in this predicament.
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CHAPTER 3

‘At last! My reason for living is here!’

One of Mrs Wood’s wealthier patrons, Mrs Farnham had sprained her ankle in the early January blizzards and had been trapped in her vast villa at the top of Cricklewood ever since. For someone who liked to keep a finger in most pies, this isolation was Mrs Farnham’s purgatory and so she had increased her regular sessions with Mrs Wood, summoning her every Wednesday lunchtime for company in both flesh and spirit form.

That particular Wednesday, as the butler showed them into the morning room, she sat up eagerly from the crumb-strewn sofa, her bound ankle raised on a velvet pillow and a teacup and saucer somehow remaining balanced on her luxurious bosom in her excitement. ‘What do you think about Mrs Trimble! I’ve been desperate to talk to someone about it!’

‘It’s very sad,’ said Miss Newman, kissing Mrs Farnham on the cheek and glancing at Mrs Wood. ‘She was a good friend.’

Mrs Trimble had been more than a good friend to Mrs Wood. She had been a part of the Circle Mrs Wood had joined when she arrived in London almost fifteen years before and had watched her youthful sessions with careful eyes, giving gentle, cloaked suggestions for improvement. Mrs Trimble was beloved, respected. Talented but never showy. She didn’t take risks, which affected her popularity, but meant that she had endured all of these years. And she’d been popular enough to be able to keep herself and her daughter in good order with her own rooms and a maid.

The news of her exposure had felt like a death.

‘Did you know?’ continued Mrs Farnham obliviously.

‘We did not,’ said Mrs Wood with a silent apology to her old friend. ‘It came as a complete surprise to both of us, didn’t it, Miss Newman?’

Mrs Farnham gave an extravagant sigh. ‘She’ll be missed in society. She made a lovely lemon drizzle. But one cannot have these frauds sullying the good name of Spiritualism, can we dear. We must chase them from our doors.’

But Mrs Wood’s mind had slid to Miss Trimble’s daughter – a round, happy thing who had only recently debuted herself as a Medium in her own right at her mother’s table. ‘What will become of her girl?’ she said, starting when she realised she had said it out loud.

‘Oh, there’s no hope for her after all this,’ said Mrs Farnham. ‘A cheat is a cheat, don’t you agree? And we all know that the apple never falls far from the tree.’

Mrs Wood gave a non-committal smile and dropped her cloak over the back of the armchair with an ease she didn’t feel.

‘Shall we discuss happier things, dearest?’ she said, swallowing down the unsettling idea of ruin by association. ‘We were greeted by some wonderful smells from the kitchen …’

‘Oh yes!’ Mrs Farnham was always happy to talk about food. ‘The lamb came from Wales yesterday. I’m treating you to some of my finest cutlets!’

After a luncheon of mutton chops eaten from lap trays so that Mrs Farnham could remain recumbent, accompanied by a sweet muscadet wine and one of their host’s more meandering monologues, the room was darkened, and the reading began.

Today, Mrs Wood received a message from Mrs Farnham’s beloved great-uncle from whom she had inherited a small Welsh hill farm. He reminded her that the rates were due and that the tenant farmer should check the catches on the lambing pens. He was also worried about thieves, both in Wales and at Mrs Farnham’s home in Cricklewood, and encouraged Mrs Farnham to ensure that her butler kept everything locked. Mrs Farnham enjoyed reminders about such things: it allowed her to segue into a titbit of gossip she might have picked up or wanted to recycle from a while ago, about so-and-so being burgled or pickpocketed right there in the street.

At the sound of the two o’clock chimes, Miss Newman discreetly tucked Mrs Wood’s gift from Mrs Farnham into her pocket, and they bade farewell with promises to return the following week without fail.

They stepped onto the Edgware Road just in time to catch a passing cab, and then they were off again, heading towards Kensington and the red-brick townhouse of Miss Cram, spinster heiress to the Cram & Isles Matches fortune, and her platoon of indulged Jack Russells.

As they settled into the worn seats of the cab, Miss Newman turned to Mrs Wood. ‘What did Mr Larson want?’ They had talked only of the upcoming séances during the ride to Mrs Farnham’s, a welcome distraction for Mrs Wood, but now she could feel her friend’s eyes on her, trying to read her face in the quiet.

‘Nothing of any importance,’ she said, and passed over the gold bracelet Miss Farnham had slipped into her hand as she left. ‘She bought it for her niece, apparently,’ she said, nodding at the carefully crafted loops and links. ‘But changed her mind after our séance last week.’

Miss Newman gave the piece a respectful glance before sliding it into her pocket alongside the more formal stipend Mrs Farnham had given her. ‘She’s very sweet,’ she said.

‘Isn’t she. Now,’ she continued. ‘Miss Cram …’

‘Whatever he said, it’s bothered you. That much is obvious.’

Mrs Wood shook her head. ‘It was nothing. There’s nothing for you to worry about.’

Miss Newman was about to say something more but then she stopped suddenly and smiled. ‘He asked you to marry him again, didn’t he!’

Mrs Wood gave a dismissive laugh. ‘No. Really. We talked over a few financial things, that’s all.’

‘It’s rather amusing, don’t you think?’ Miss Newman continued, oblivious. ‘How everyone else sees you as a woman of means and ability while he can’t see beyond his assumption that you’re desperate for another husband.’

‘It’s not like that,’ she said, feeling strangely defensive. ‘Mr Larson is simply worried about me.’

‘How romantic.’

She gave a weak smile and returned to the window and the turned fields stretching away towards the chaos of the distant Kensal Green rooftops.

But Miss Newman was right. She was distracted, and she was worried.

No one understood what it cost to be Mrs Wood. The actual economics of it.

As a Medium she was in the unusual position of being a woman and also able to generate her own income, made up of monthly stipends from her patrons, tokens from those who came for private consultations and gifts for seats at her Grand Séances.

The amounts weren’t commensurate with those accrued by a man, necessarily, but the monthly totals gave her the reassurance that, no matter what, her household would remain afloat on the simplest level: there would always be bread in the pantry and coal in the grate. It covered the laundry, the cabs and the grocer and kept Miss Newman comfortable and Eliza and Cook paid.

But she could not be Mrs Wood without Mr Wood’s money. She could live on her own income, but she couldn’t feather herself in the way that her patrons expected. His money provided the gilding that maintained the all-important signifier of propriety: polished respectability.

The patrons she cultivated were men and women who had never known anything but splendour. As such, they didn’t notice how much she gave to maintaining her reputation. None of them cared that her gowns were made of paramatta silk, but if she were to come out in bombazine, eyebrows would go up across town. The same went for a fire being too small, or not lighting enough gas jets; if the linens weren’t Irish or if there was only – God forbid – one side of salmon in the buffet. Those were the details people of their station noticed, and any slip risked embarrassment and descent out of favour.

Mr Wood’s investments ensured she could maintain her most important illusion of all: that she was one of them.

Still, she thought, glancing up and recognising Paddington Cemetery beyond the window, things could be a lot worse. A widow’s life was always precarious, but she was fortunate. The loss of Mr Wood’s income was a blow, but it was not insurmountable. Not in the short term, at least, and she would focus on what she could do to keep the loss invisible to her patrons until everything was back to normal. Since she’d been presenting a story her whole life, this was nothing new for her.

All she had to do was keep her patrons’ stipends and gifts coming in.

This was a bump. A blip. It was not the end. She could hold the fort until Mr Larson resolved the investment. He was a good money manager. Surely it wouldn’t take long.
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As usual, Miss Cram had set her séance table in the back parlour overlooking her snaggled garden, and they all settled in together along with Miss Cram’s cousin, Sybil, six of the fleet of Jack Russells and, shortly after Mrs Wood’s arrival, Miss Cram’s long-deceased mother.

Mother Cram returned to the Other Side just after four, which was later than planned, but Mrs Wood had been forced to discreetly remove an attentive dog from her ankle in the dark more than once, which had delayed things a little. There was to be no rushing off, however: Miss Cram was always very generous with her tokens of gratitude at the end of each séance and so, in return, they would always stay for small talk over cups of tea replete with dog hairs bobbing across the surface like drowning spiders.

‘I saw in the Spiritual Times  that you’re visiting with the Rosebournes at Mrs Hart’s this evening,’ Mrs Cram said as a dog licked a crumb of seedcake from her chin.

Cousin Sybil gave a gasp. ‘The Americans!’ she said. ‘I hear they’ve been doing the rounds of all the tables in town.’ She turned to Mrs Wood. ‘Of course, I’m sure they’ve been at yours a dozen times already, Mrs Wood.’

Mrs Wood smiled and Miss Newman leaned forward. ‘They’ve been saving the best until last,’ she said, patting Sybil’s knee. ‘We tried to fit them in sooner, but as you know Mrs Wood is so busy.’

‘Oh, I do know,’ said Miss Cram, the licking dog’s tongue flapped excitedly into her open mouth as she spoke and she squealed and pushed the dog’s muzzle down. ‘Mumu’s such a naughty girl. Aren’t you!’ Mumu stared at Mrs Wood with eyes like beads, challenging her to disagree.

‘I wonder if they’ve seen any of those materialisations we’ve been hearing about,’ Miss Cram continued. She gave a wistful sigh. ‘Boston’s so advanced compared to us little bumpkins here in London. I read that they’ve had full spirits materialised. Full spirits, Cousin!’

‘Oh, I would so love to see your mother again,’ interrupted Sybil. ‘Wouldn’t you, dearest?’

‘Cousin! You’re so thoughtful,’ said Miss Cram. ‘And there’s only one Medium in London we would expect to achieve something so new.’

They turned as one to Mrs Wood, who smiled again and drained her tea without thinking, gagging discreetly on the clutch of fur that went down with it.

As they rode back to Chepstow Villas to prepare for the evening’s séance at Mrs Hart’s, Miss Newman gave a snort.

‘A full spirit,’ she said and shook her head. ‘Whatever next.’

Mrs Wood snorted in agreement. She’d always found the idea of materialising a full spirit abhorrent. The whole circus of the thing – the use of the cabinet, the equipment required and the
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