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Chapter 1

Evelyn watched Robert sleep on the chaise longue, his face buried in the tufting. Suddenly squeamish about getting too close to him, she tossed the silk throw in his direction and withdrew to the hallway, where she stood with her back pressed against the staircase. What was she supposed to do? Telephone for a doctor? A minister? His hair had been cut that morning, and it was a little too short. It made his cheeks seem overly full, lending him the smug air of someone who’d recently placed a winning bet on a horse. But still, he looked normal; he didn’t look like a man who had just announced that he could speak to the spirits of the dead.

The reflection of her face stared back from the windowpane on the far side of the parlour. Her lips were almost white, a smudge of grease on the collar of her blouse. As she put a finger to the stain, the curtain fluttered, and Evelyn jumped, pressing herself even harder against the staircase. Robert had always been open-minded, the type to chat to a peddler at a tram stop, to accept a leaflet from a street-corner fakir, but this? She pictured Robert’s expression of hectic excitement, the dampness gleaming at his temples.

‘And the voices give me messages,’ he had said, his eyes jittering.

Evelyn was waiting for a joke that hadn’t arrived. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Well, they aren’t really voices. More like a sort of swirl.’

‘A swirl?’

‘A swirl of suggestions, symbols. At first, I thought I was losing my mind!’ He laughed, and Evelyn shrank back. ‘But it’s not so unusual after all. There’s lots of ways spirits communicate – returning lost items, butterflies, special numbers. I’ve been researching.’

‘What do you mean, researching?’ Evelyn’s voice was strained, the back of her neck prickling.

‘Researching my gift.’

‘Gift?’

‘The gift of understanding the spirits.’ He turned to stare at the curtains. ‘The spirits of those who have died.’

And now there he was, spent and snoring. For Evelyn, it felt like the disorientation after an accident. With a before and an after and no way to go back. Robert was the one who always knew how to make things right, to think practically, to be rational, reasonable. He was an accountant, for heaven’s sake! Evelyn peered across the room. The window on the far side was fixed at the latch, and yet the curtain was moving, the peacock pattern rippling, all by itself. She felt her panic growing, a zeppelin inflating in her throat. Grabbing the first coat that came to her hand in the hallway, she let herself out of the house.

It was dark outside, the streetlamps smudgy baubles of light in the misty evening. Not until she was halfway along the front path, did Evelyn realise the coat she had seized was, in fact, a summer gabardine cloak she’d intended to donate to the Salvation Army. On the other side of the road, Mrs Wrigley’s housemaid was walking her beagle, and she nodded politely. Evelyn swallowed – what if the housemaid could already sense the peculiarity, pulsing out of her? Now aware she was hatless, Evelyn bunched up her cloak and began to run. Breathless, she arrived at Kitty’s house and pounded on the door.

Jeanie, Kitty’s maid, answered. ‘Mrs Hazard, good evening,’ she said, her eyes travelling over Evelyn’s attire.

Without waiting for an invitation, Evelyn pushed past her into the hallway. ‘Where is Kitty? Upstairs?’

‘No, Mrs Hazard.’ Jeanie licked her lips. ‘Mr and Mrs Fraser are in the dining room.’

Evelyn marched along the corridor and stopped at the dining-room door. From outside, she heard conversation, and through the gap in the hinge, silver candlesticks glittered. Kitty never used the Mairibank silver unless she was entertaining.

‘Who else is here?’ she hissed at Jeanie.

‘Mr and Mrs Wheeler are dining here tonight,’ Jeanie said. ‘Shall I let Mrs Fraser know you are expecting her?’

‘Yes.’ Evelyn stepped from foot to foot, and dared to put her face around the door. The wallpaper was red-and-black velvet damask, which Evelyn had always found far too heavy, and in the dim light, it took her a precious two seconds to locate Kitty at the far end of the table. She was wearing her pink Callot Soeurs evening dress, the pearls around her neck shining in the glow from the polished candlesticks.

Jeanie cleared her throat, and Evelyn pulled back.

‘Mrs Hazard? The parlour is available, if you like.’

‘Fine.’ Evelyn hurried next door where a fire was burning in the grate, and a card table and four folding chairs had been pulled into the middle of the room, ready for a game of bridge. She paced the narrow aisle between the sofa and the table.

‘Evie?’ came Kitty’s voice.

Evelyn flung herself at her sister so violently she almost bowled her over. Kitty patted her on the back, and then gently levered her away. ‘What’s wrong? Your coat – your shoes!’

Looking down, Evelyn now saw that she was still wearing her Turkish house slippers. ‘It’s Robert,’ she said, and began to cry. ‘He’s gone insane.’

Kitty’s hand flew to her pearls, and even through Evelyn’s distress, the primness of the action chimed in a way she would later identify as funny. Kitty glanced over her shoulder to the doorway, where Jeanie was wearing a practised blank expression. ‘Fetch Dr Greitzer,’ Kitty said.

Jeanie nodded with the indecent haste of someone thrilled to find themselves perpendicular to a drama.

Kitty gestured to the sofa. ‘Tell me what’s happened. What do you mean, insane?’

Evelyn sniffed into a handkerchief she had recovered from the cloak pocket. ‘He called me into the parlour, and I thought he was going to complain about the purse I bought for your Christmas present—’ Evelyn stopped. ‘Oh, and now the surprise is ruined.’

‘Never mind that. What has he done? Has he . . .’ Kitty’s face flushed. She lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘Has he struck you?’

Evelyn bristled. Even insane, her husband wasn’t that insane. ‘No, it’s nothing like that.’ She wiped her face with the handkerchief; now realising it wasn’t at all clean. She swallowed. ‘He thinks he’s hearing voices, whispers in the house.’

Evelyn could see Kitty was working hard to compose her expression. ‘Like Mrs McFlitt?’ she said eventually.

Mrs McFlitt had been their neighbour back in the old days, when they lived at Mairibank, before what Papa referred to, euphemistically, as the ‘big move’. She had begun knocking on the delivery side-door, demanding access to documents in the cellar about the soldiers who were ‘hounding’ her.

‘I don’t think so,’ Evelyn said. ‘He doesn’t seem forgetful. He says he’s been performing, performing’ – she took a deep breath – ‘investigations into voices of the dead.’ Evelyn sobbed into the handkerchief. Somewhere outside of her body she was both amazed and appalled that she was making such a scene.

‘Katherine?’ Alistair, Kitty’s husband, was standing in the doorway, his napkin in hand.

Kitty shot him a look that was equal parts warning and promise, and Alistair grimaced. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Right you are then,’ and discreetly, he closed the door.

Evelyn’s throat burned. The easy domesticity of Kitty’s house – the candlelit supper, the freshly laid fire, the look of complicity between her and her husband – it was all so cosy it was nearly painful. ‘I shouldn’t bother you,’ she said, standing up. ‘You’re busy.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Kitty pulled her back down to the sofa. ‘When Dr Greitzer gets here, we’ll have Robert all patched up in no time. He likely needs some rest, that’s all. Where is – is he – he’s not in the cellar, is he?’ Kitty said, fiddling with her necklace.

‘He’s napping.’

‘Napping?’ Kitty winced, and Evelyn felt a thrill of horror run down her spine. What was he doing napping at seven on a Sunday evening? How was everything so awful when the day had begun so regularly? It was providential revenge – she had been a fool to think normality would last.

‘Let me fix you a brandy, shall I?’ Kitty crossed to the cabinet in the corner and returned with a tiny, tulip-shaped glass of brandy, so delicate and pretty that the strangeness of the occasion was thrown into terrible relief. Evelyn drank it in one mouthful. Through the wall she heard the scraping of a chair in the dining room.

Evelyn wiped the handkerchief along her face. ‘What about the Wheelers?’

Kitty wrinkled her nose. ‘Alistair can bore them silly about the latest fashions in model trains,’ she said, and Evelyn gratefully received the mild rebuke, since it was the closest Kitty could come to admitting her own husband’s eccentricities.

Kitty’s expression became serious. ‘Now tell me, what exactly has he been saying about these voices?’

Cautiously, Evelyn probed the conversation she’d had with Robert. She didn’t want to collect too much information from that hour, so she scraped shallowly across her recall. ‘He thinks he’s acquired a new talent – a knack of receiving messages. From . . .’ Evelyn paused to listen for Jeanie’s footsteps. ‘From people who have died.’

Kitty was making a valiant effort at keeping her face still, but nevertheless, her lip twitched. After a moment, she let out a breath. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Well. That’s probably nothing to worry about.’

‘Really?’ Evelyn blinked at her, and the rosy vision of her sister flitted through a prism of tears.

‘Yes,’ Kitty said doubtfully. ‘He’s grieving, that’s all.’

‘But no one has died,’ Evelyn said. Then they exchanged a horrible look, because, of course, everyone had died.

‘I mean – nobody has died recently,’ Evelyn said.

Kitty looked down at her knees. ‘Dolores?’ she said, quietly.

A cold pebble lodged in Evelyn’s windpipe. The room tilted.

‘Evie!’ Kitty was holding her wrist. ‘Shall I get the salts?’

Evelyn shook her head, but the room was listing. The mention of Dolores was almost too much. It was tapping the fracture in a pane of glass. She collected all of her senses into not shattering.

‘Let me get you more brandy.’

Evelyn fixed her vision on a loose thread in the carpet. ‘No, I’m fine.’

‘I’m sure it’s not anything to do with Dolores,’ Kitty was saying. ‘That could hardly be called recent. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.’

‘It’s fine,’ Evelyn said with some effort. She met Kitty’s eyes. ‘It can’t be to do with Dolly, can it?’ The panic began building again, a more byzantine kind now, an ornate, intricate terror with interlocking elements. ‘It’s not possible, is it? He’s not, somehow—’

‘No,’ Kitty said, steadily. ‘Absolutely not.’ She gave Evelyn a long, hard look.

Evelyn came back to herself. ‘No, of course not.’ Kitty was watching her with alarm, and she felt a flush of mortification. She dug her fingers into her palms. Older sisters weren’t supposed to collapse. Some kind of example she was setting. ‘I’m sorry,’ she blurted out.

‘Nothing to be sorry about.’ Kitty patted Evelyn’s hand. ‘Now, remember that first month in Edinburgh, when Mama kept losing things?’

Evelyn settled on a memory of her mother plugging a pipe under the scullery sink with a woollen stocking. Papa was back at Mairibank, overseeing the sale of the estate, and the weekend girl had gone home. As the stocking grew swollen with water and transferred the leak in a new direction, Mama had sat on the floor and cried. It wasn’t quite forgetfulness, but it was close enough. ‘Yes,’ she said.

Kitty frowned, unconvinced. ‘Remember, she put her shoes on the wrong foot, and only noticed on the way back from the park?’

Still, Evelyn had no memory of these events, and her ability to summon up other moments of humiliation was compromised.

‘Well, after Dr Halligan prescribed her that vitamin tonic, she was right as rain again.’

Now Evelyn remembered the vitamin drops. The bottle was crafted from thick brown glass, and was deceptively heavy. The tonic had to be dispensed through a special pipette. The fragile instrument, the spidery float of the bubbles of tincture dissolving in a glass of water – the ritual of administering the drops had transfixed her. She held on to the image of the heavy brown bottle. ‘Do you mean it could be a vitamin deficiency?’

A line of concentration appeared on Kitty’s brow. ‘Certainly. After all, scurvy is a vitamin deficiency.’

Evelyn nodded seriously.

There was a knock on the door. Jeanie put her head around. ‘Dr Greitzer is arrived,’ she said, opening the door wider so he could enter.

Dr Greitzer was dressed in a black woollen overcoat, drizzle pearling on his hat. Evelyn stood to shake his hand, and the reassuring sturdiness of his grip, plus the memory of the brown glass bottle of tincture, brought her back to her senses. She became painfully aware she was wearing a stained gabardine cloak and Turkish house slippers.

‘Mrs Fraser, Mrs Hazard.’ Dr Greitzer stood next to the card table. ‘How can I be of assistance?’

As he unbuttoned his coat, Evelyn saw he was wearing a dinner jacket, and a fresh wave of shame rolled over her. He had been at supper when she’d rung for him.

‘Please.’ She put out her hand to stop him from removing his overcoat. ‘We’ll have to go to my house, it’s my husband.’

‘Bobby?’

‘Yes,’ Evelyn said, although he hated being called Bobby. ‘That’s right.’ She glanced at Kitty. ‘He has some kind of vitamin deficiency, I believe.’

Dr Greitzer looked almost disappointed. ‘Very well. After you.’ He motioned towards the door. Evelyn fastened her cloak and glanced behind her, where Kitty was following. ‘Please, I’ll be fine now. You should go back to your guests.’

‘Absolutely not. Let me get my coat.’

Evelyn kissed her on the cheek. ‘Really, don’t worry.’ She felt much calmer now. How embarrassing that she had made such a fuss! Thank goodness the Wheelers hadn’t witnessed any of it. And Kitty, she had done so well, keeping her head, telephoning the doctor, the brandy. Evelyn felt a surge of pride for both of them; for Kitty for being so level-headed, and for herself as Kitty’s tutor.

Kitty studied Evelyn’s face. ‘I’ll call over first thing tomorrow.’

Evelyn smiled. ‘Apologise to Alistair for me.’

She followed Dr Greitzer into the corridor, and Jeanie let them out, wearing a sulky, almost thwarted expression. It had begun raining, and Evelyn’s gabardine was soon spotted with water. Dr Greitzer offered her his umbrella, and gratefully she took his arm. In silence, they walked along Inverleith Row towards her house. And as she watched puddle water soak into her slippers, Evelyn thought of Dolores, of Granny and Grandpapa, of their neighbours’ son Stevie, of Dugald Grear, of Alistair’s brother, Sydney, of rows of boys in army greatcoats, queuing up in heaven to speak to Robert, like the queue for the telephone at the post office.

 

Evelyn entered the house first, opening the door quietly. Now Dr Greitzer was involved, she was almost worried Robert would be back to normal. What if when they went in, he was the picture of decency: smoking a cigar, mildly nodding his head along to the gramophone? As she crept along the corridor, Evelyn crossed her fingers, hoping that he would be where she’d left him, slack and sweaty against the chaise longue. And indeed – there he was. His mouth was open, a thread of dribble smudging the velvet. Evelyn was gratified to see Dr Greitzer’s brow furrowing.

‘Shall I wake him?’ she whispered.

Dr Greitzer took off his coat and hat. ‘Please.’

As Evelyn nudged Robert, she took a moment to register that what she had taken for a dinner jacket was, in fact, a tuxedo. Dr Greitzer must have been at a very nice function indeed to need a tuxedo on a Sunday evening.

‘Darling,’ she said, squeezing Robert’s shoulder, ‘I’ve brought the doctor to attend to your fever.’ When it came to Robert, she had discovered that it was better to make a suggestion in advance, and guide him into the desired outcome.

Robert stirred. ‘My fever?’

‘Yes, that’s right.’ She raised her eyebrows suggestively at the doctor, who gave her a slight, understanding nod.

Robert sat up, and Dr Greitzer took a seat next to him on the chaise longue. ‘Evening, Bobby. Tell me, how are the chickens coping with all this rain?’ he said, snapping a thermometer out of his case and sliding it into Robert’s mouth.

Evelyn was taken aback by this familiarity. How did Dr Greitzer know about Robert’s chickens? Perhaps he didn’t mind being called Bobby after all. An oily, uneasy anticipation coated her ribs, and she slipped out of the room and went into the kitchen. She wiped the table, and then the counter, and peered into the larder. What if the doctor wanted to stay for supper? It would indeed be proof of a vitamin deficiency if she were left to cater to him. Ignoring Marty’s inventory list tacked to the wall, she began unpacking the shelves, lining the counter with jars of Bovril and tinned sardines, Crawford’s biscuits, bags of flour, jars of peach jam, searching for something that she was sure she’d know when she saw it.

There was a tread on the stairs, and she turned to see Dr Greitzer wiping his glasses.

Evelyn clutched a packet of shortbread to her chest. ‘How is he? His heart?’

‘His heart is fine.’ Dr Greitzer smiled. His eyes fell on the jumble of groceries on the counter.

‘It’s Marty’s half day,’ Evelyn said, by way of explanation. ‘But I’d be happy to offer you something. We have plenty of fortifying, healthy foods: salt beef, or sardines? Or tongue?’

Dr Greitzer sat down at the kitchen table with a sigh. ‘Thank you, but I don’t take meat.’

‘Oh. Well.’ She nibbled the cuticle on her right index finger. ‘We have half a roast duck, is duck meat? Or there are some slices of cured ham, oh no, that’s obviously meat, isn’t it?’ She started to laugh, nervously at first, then gathering speed like a motorcycle engine.

Dr Greitzer lifted his palms. ‘Please, a slice of bread and butter would be perfect.’

‘Will I fetch Robert?’

The doctor shook his head. ‘I’ve sent him to bed with a couple of aspirin.’

‘I see.’

Dr Greitzer was smiling at her mildly. With his short neck, small, beady eyes, and tight cheeks, he reminded her somewhat of a penguin. She had the sudden, absurd image of herself throwing a kipper in the air to which he would rise, wings flapping, and gulp in one swoop.

Evelyn turned back to the counter and, pushing aside the barracks of preserves, concentrated on preparing the best, most delicious slice of bread and butter. She carved off the heel and put it aside for dripping, so the doctor could have the softest part of the loaf. She spread it with such a thick layer of yellow butter that he was bound to marvel at their careless affluence. Evelyn wiped her hands on her skirt. She’d have to light the fire in the dining room and there would be no way to wash afterwards without being seen. It was one thing to have no staff on the weekend; it was another to be witnessed covered in soot.

‘Allow me to check that the dining room is prepared,’ she said, deciding she could run to the upstairs bathroom if she didn’t touch the banister.

‘No need.’ The doctor shrugged off his jacket, plucking at his bow tie so it unrolled. ‘Let’s eat here. That’s a beautiful gardenia you have.’ He tilted his head towards the plant by the window.

‘Oh, yes. Thank you.’

‘I was given a gardenia as a wedding gift,’ he said. ‘Delightful flowers. I just couldn’t keep it alive.’

‘What a shame,’ Evelyn said, nibbling her finger again. How could the doctor not know how to care for a gardenia? What did that say about his aptitude for healing?

‘Please, take a seat,’ he said, gesturing to the table.

Evelyn obeyed, too numb to be insulted by being invited to her own table. The doctor unfastened his cuff links and rolled up his sleeves. Evelyn watched him take slow, small bites, following his chewing so carefully her head swayed with the movement of his jaw.

‘So.’ The doctor wiped his hands on a napkin. ‘Bobby.’

‘Yes?’

‘His heart is ticking along nicely. Temperature was a wee on the high side, but nothing to worry about.’ Something in his face indicated the pause of a person who has yet to finish their sentence.

Evelyn tucked her hair behind her ears, and then untucked it.

Dr Greitzer dabbed his mouth with the napkin. ‘And, he’s spoken to you, has he, about the, the visions?’

‘Of course,’ Evelyn said, affronted.

‘Yes, good. Well, he mentioned, some auditory, some visual, uh, disturbances.’

‘I know, yes.’ Evelyn shuffled to the front of her chair. ‘Do you think it could be scurvy?’

The doctor held her eye for a moment, and then laughed. ‘I’m sorry hen, I’m sorry for laughing. No. You have nothing to worry about on that front.’

‘What is your opinion, Doctor? As children, we had a neighbour; she started hearing voices, forgetting things. But she was an old woman. You don’t think there’s—’ Evelyn stopped. She could see the doctor’s expression was still fracturing with lingering amusement because of her scurvy comment. She pursed her lips and waited for him to compose himself.

Dr Greitzer cleared his throat. ‘Lack of sleep often causes hallucinations,’ he said, his forehead wrinkling in a kindly way that Evelyn registered as theatrical, as if he were only performing kindliness. ‘That’s the most likely cause. Otherwise . . .’

Evelyn took a deep breath. ‘That’s good. Well, I can fix that,’ she said. She’d have Robert in bed by nine o’clock each evening. No more piano playing after dinner, in case it got him worked up. Tonight, she’d open the windows and get plenty of nice fresh air in there.

The doctor was pulling down his sleeves. Evelyn had to restrain herself from putting out a hand to pause his dressing. ‘Otherwise? Otherwise what?’

He put his jacket back on, straightening his lapels. ‘Well, for a sustained attack of this nature, I would propose only three alternative explanations.’

Evelyn waited politely, but he showed no signs of finishing his diagnosis. ‘Yes?’ She had an urge to shake him, to make his words roll loose like sherbets inside a penny dispensary.

‘Well.’ Dr Greitzer shot his cuffs. ‘The first possibility is that he is insane,’ and as Evelyn began to babble, he interrupted her. ‘Or, secondly, it is a falsehood.’ Evelyn shut her mouth with a snap. Her skin ran cold. That would be even a worse possibility than insanity.

‘But – falsehood? To what end?’

Dr Greitzer sighed. ‘Motives maketh the man,’ he said, cryptically. Evelyn imagined Robert, conducting an oratory from Parliament, bombastically declaring the strategic wisdom passed on to him by Napoleon’s ghost as he winked roguishly at her from the podium.

Evelyn swallowed. ‘And the third?’

Dr Greitzer gave her the hint of a smile. ‘The third option,’ he said, replacing his hat, ‘is that he’s telling the truth.’






Chapter 10

And so, each Sunday, Evelyn and Robert attended St Serf’s in the morning with Kitty and Alistair, and the Spiritualist Hall at noon. On Saturday afternoons, Robert took his tutoring at the research centre, arranged through Mrs Downie. Evelyn wondered if it was a voluntary service, or if they were paying for it, but she daren’t ask. His study accrued a series of flimsy pamphlets by cloaked middle-aged women with European names: Madame Theroux, Senora Da Rosa, Mrs Van de Gees. Robert returned home from his development sessions weary but glowing. ‘I’ve got to build up the spiritual muscle,’ he said. ‘Like riding or hunting.’

Evelyn didn’t think it sounded anything like riding or hunting. More like panning for gold in a fishpond. For her part, Evelyn subscribed to Scientific American, and gently probed Robert over dinner about sham spirit photography. She underlined salient passages in articles about the Fox sisters and left them on his desk. And then she waited for Robert to come to his senses. Meanwhile, she dutifully sat through the Spiritualist Hall meetings, dozing through speeches and readings given by the poorest speakers and readers.

Evelyn had not mentioned these visits to Kitty.

She thought of mentioning them to Kitty. She nearly mentioned them to Kitty. On 24 January, the anniversary of Dolly’s passing, Evelyn forced herself from bed to telephone Kitty, with the precise intention of telling her, only to lose her nerve at the first ring. She thought of telling her while they pushed Margaret’s pram through the Botanics, while they queued for a matinee at the Palace Cinema, while they read, side by side, in Kitty’s parlour. And yet, she said nothing. Kitty had suggested a book, a lecture series. But by the middle of February Robert was still spending each weekend playing wizard. Evelyn was waking in the middle of the night with a fearful tingling in her belly, scrunching her fists, chastising herself for leaving it so long. Her plan was to drop it into a sentence with a studied casualness, as if Kitty had been the one to forget that she and Robert had been attending what amounted to a second church, secretly, for weeks. And she was going along with it! How would Kitty be able to understand that going along with it was the only way to keep everything from collapsing? By letting Robert lead them somewhere, for once, was her gift to him, her show of trust. And it was the best way to keep things steady until she had time to correct.

By now, the other women at the meetings recognised her, welcomed her. Geraldine had laughed about her false name. Mrs Downie always complimented Evelyn’s dress. She’d befriended the auburn-haired woman she had stared at the first day in at the hall, Annie McCloud, who’d relocated from Aberdeen to live with an elderly aunt with poor health. Going to the Spiritualist Hall had begun to feel something not exactly close to normal, but certainly habitual. And it made Robert happy. He was elastic with enthusiasm, running up the stairs two at a time, whistling as he fed the chickens in the morning. He called Evelyn into his study to read her long paragraphs from journals about clootie wells and automatic writing and shadow boxes and cablegraphs while Evelyn fixed an interested expression on her face.

 

One Saturday afternoon on the way home from shopping at Patrick Thomson’s, she heard heavy footsteps behind her and turned to see Robert running towards the bridge, waving. He stopped at her side and leant against the wall, wheezing. ‘Saw you – from the top – didn’t want to shout.’

‘You shouldn’t be running!’ Evelyn said, putting a hand on his shoulder as he wiped his sweaty face. ‘Your heart!’

‘Yes, yes.’ Robert grabbed her hand. ‘If it’s beating faster, it’s just because I saw you.’

Evelyn rolled her eyes, but she smiled, despite herself.

He took the package from under Evelyn’s arm. ‘The session this afternoon was incredible, Evie.’

‘Glad to hear it.’ Her bladder was uncomfortably full, and she picked up her pace.

‘The tutoring’s really helping,’ he said, as they crossed the bridge.

‘Lovely,’ Evelyn said. The Waters of Leith was at high tide, and it was only magnifying her discomfort. ‘Do you mind if we hurry?’

‘Clarence is a genius, of course. And I’m lucky he’s even in town, his European circuit only finished last month.’

‘Is that so?’ They paused at the edge of the road as John Douglas’s motorcar passed. Evelyn crossed her fingers in her coat pocket that he wouldn’t stop to talk to them, but he just honked the horn and waved.

‘He thinks I show real talent,’ Robert was saying, stopping to pluck a snowdrop from a window box outside the public house and handing it to her with an extravagant bow.

‘Yes, I’m sure,’ Evelyn said, dutifully tucking the flower into her buttonhole and marching at double speed.

‘And he’ll be demonstrating at the hall next week. You’ll meet him, won’t you, Evie?’

‘Meet who?’

‘Clarence. He’ll be doing a special demonstration.’

‘Oh, the tutor, yes, I can meet him.’

Back at home, Evelyn didn’t even take off her coat but raced to the bathroom. When she emerged, she could smell Robert smoking a cigar in his study. Evelyn retrieved her book of word puzzles and sat in the parlour, propping her feet on the ottoman.

‘Today was the best day I’ve had yet,’ Robert called from the study. Evelyn put her pen down, sighing. She stood and crossed to the doorway of his study. He had rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and there was ink on the cuffs.

‘That’s lovely, darling.’ Evelyn tucked the book under her arm and picked up his jacket from where it had fallen, or been thrown, onto the floor. ‘What’s the capital city of Albania?’ she said. ‘Don’t tell me the whole thing, I’ll get it, just the first letter.’

Robert drummed his foot against the table. ‘I really connected, Evie.’

Evelyn hung his jacket over the back of the door. She thought of the way bricklayers place down blocks so that they overlapped. ‘Connected?’

‘To the other side,’ he said, widening his eyes.

Evelyn began to beat the jacket with the book, although it wasn’t dusty.

‘Don’t mind that,’ he said, and pointed at the left armchair.

Evelyn perched on the arm. She decided to list all the capitals of Europe she could remember. She started with Paris and worked her way east.

‘And Mrs Jacobs was amazed. The message was so clear – the symbols suddenly made sense. Like decoding a cipher. You know what decoding means?’

Evelyn realised she was meant to supply a response. ‘Of course I do,’ she said, stiffly.

Robert sat back in his chair, his energy spent, although his eyes were bright. ‘And Mrs Jacobs has asked me to read for her again, next week.’

‘Where is this to take place?’ Evelyn said.

‘At the library.’

She chewed her lips. ‘I suppose that sounds all right.’

 

The next day, as they queued up to enter the hall, Evelyn became aware of a sort of stirring in the crowd. Was she imagining it, or were people looking at Robert? There was a subtle nudging, a whispering. People were standing one step too far away from them, or else taking a step too close. They were shooting glances at Robert and then away, and then back again.

Mrs Downie was standing at the door, and caught Evelyn’s eye meaningfully through the crowd. She twisted her head to and fro, trying to signal something. Evelyn approached, and Mrs Downie held out her hand.

‘Mr Hazard, Mrs Hazard, good afternoon.’

‘Good afternoon.’

‘I must say,’ she gushed, gripping her leather notebook, ‘there has been tremendous excitement about your session with Mrs Jacobs.’

Robert grinned. ‘You’re too kind.’

‘Not at all.’ Mrs Downie gazed at Robert, starry-eyed. ‘The clarity of the message,’ she exhaled. ‘Such a blessing it’s been for her. I’ve had enquiries all morning for your availability.’

Robert chuckled, but his cheeks were pink. ‘Is that right?’

Mrs Downie looked down at her notebook. ‘Perhaps, this afternoon, are you open to another session?’

‘We’re having tea with Kitty this afternoon,’ Evelyn said. Her voice came out alarmed, hoarse.

Robert smiled, generously. ‘I’m sure they won’t mind.’

Mrs Downie was watching her, as if for authorisation. In turn, Evelyn stared at Robert. He was supposed to be their fourth for bridge. They wouldn’t be able to play without him.

‘Is there – do you have another appointment?’ Mrs Downie said, in a panicked voice.

‘No, not at all.’ Robert bowed to her.

Evelyn nodded at Mrs Downie, with a quick tilt of her head. Her cheeks were burning.

‘Lovely,’ Mrs Downie said. ‘I’ll put you down for 4.00 p.m.’

Robert gripped Evelyn at the elbow as they walked into the hall. She could feel his posture straighten, as if he’d been pumped up with air. Evelyn cursed herself for not paying more attention. What had he said to Mrs Jacobs? Something about ciphers? She couldn’t focus on the reading, mouthed the words during ‘Scatter Seeds of Kindness’. Next to her, Robert’s voice rang out so loud she could feel the vibrations in her skeleton.

As everyone closed their hymnbooks, Evelyn leant over to whisper in his ear. ‘What was that about earlier, with Mrs Jacobs?’

‘Mrs Jacobs? I’m reading her.’

‘Yes, but I thought you were talking about the library, before. When you say reading—’

‘Channelling the spirits.’

Evelyn’s mouth fell open. ‘Oh, Robert.’

‘She’s so grateful, you wouldn’t believe it.’ He smiled.

Her stomach roiled. ‘I thought – I didn’t realise you still wanted to—’

‘I’m really helping her,’ Robert said, earnestly. ‘You’ll be so proud of me, Evie.’

Evelyn pressed her fingernails into her palms. This was all part of it. Letting him fail. It was all part of the plan.

 

On Kitty’s doorstep that afternoon, Evelyn straightened her coat, then her hat, then her coat again. Jeanie opened the door, and Evelyn heard Kitty speaking to a man in the parlour. ‘Who’s here?’ Evelyn whispered to Jeanie, as she took off her coat.

‘It’s your father, ma’am,’ Jeanie said, blushing. It was silly of her to blush, but Evelyn looked away, not wanting to embarrass her by drawing attention to her silliness.

Evelyn loitered in the parlour doorway. Her shoulders began to itch with sweat. ‘Papa, I wasn’t expecting to see you.’

He motioned her over to the armchair, and she kissed his cheek. ‘I came back early from Dunfermline, the papers said snow,’ he said, pointing out the window as if he were accusing someone.

Evelyn lingered by the fire. Baby Margaret was lying on the rug, gnawing on a wine cork. Kitty saw her watching and said, ‘Before you say anything, I boiled it first.’

Evelyn nodded without hearing her. She moved to stand behind the other armchair, so she could have something solid to lean on.

‘Where’s Robert?’ Kitty said, looking pointedly into the corridor.

‘He can’t join us, I’m afraid.’ Evelyn gripped the chair. ‘And actually, I have something important to tell you both.’

‘Oh!’ Kitty flew off the sofa, a great smile on her face.

Evelyn shook her head. ‘Not that.’

Slowly, Kitty lowered herself back onto the sofa.

Papa turned to look at her, the newspaper tucked next to his arm rustling. ‘What is it? Are you ill? Not the flu?’

‘No, no, I’m fine.’

‘Robert, then?’

‘He’s fine too.’

Papa frowned at Kitty and then back at Evelyn. ‘Good grief, don’t make me guess, Evelyn. What is the matter?’

Evelyn looked down at the armchair. There was a cigarette burn in the weave of the arm, and she pressed her thumb over the hole. ‘It’s, he’s, well, firstly, nothing’s wrong.’ She took a deep breath. ‘But he’s interested in becoming a member of a new society, and, well, they’re a bit eccentric.’

Papa’s eyes blazed. ‘Not joining Glasgow Reds, is he?’

Evelyn almost laughed. ‘Oh, Papa, no, he’s not a socialist.’ And then she stopped. Was he now a socialist? When she looked up again, her father was watching her.

‘Politics, is it?’

Evelyn went to bite her fingernail and Papa’s nostrils flared so fiercely she put her hand down. ‘No, it’s not. It’s the Spiritualist Library,’ she said, trying to ease the blow.

Papa wrinkled his nose. He shook out the newspaper and laid it over his knee. ‘A library? Is that it? For heaven’s sake, Evelyn, you make it sound like he’s running away to join the Black and Tans.’

Evelyn chewed her lips. She didn’t want to have to explain it further. ‘But—’

‘But what?’

‘Spiritualism,’ she said.

‘Is that’ – Papa squinted at Kitty – ‘the votes for women?’

‘That’s suffrage, Papa,’ Evelyn said, irritated.

‘You know what suffrage is, remember Dolly and her societies?’ Kitty said, in an encouraging tone. ‘Spiritualism is the one with – with spirits.’

Papa scowled into the fire. ‘Conan Doyle and all that?’

Evelyn nodded.

Papa’s eyes widened. ‘A sorry group of lunatics, aren’t they? What’s your Robert getting mixed up with those people for, doesn’t he have enough to keep him occupied?’

Evelyn looked over his head at Kitty, pleading for help. ‘It’s a pastime, Papa.’

Kitty sat up on the sofa. ‘Like Alistair and his trains.’

Papa scoffed. ‘Robert doesn’t need to pass time. Why doesn’t he do something useful if he has so much time on his hands? He should volunteer. Or he should work for me at the firm, heaven knows I’ve suggested it often enough.’

Evelyn gritted her teeth. ‘He has his own business, Papa. He doesn’t want to work for you.’

Papa thrust his newspaper between his knee and the arm of the chair. ‘Good Lord, Evelyn, people have enough to say as it is about your match with him, without involving spiritists. You’ll have to tell him to stop, immediately. Or I will.’

Evelyn stood up straighter. Everything that had happened – the ‘big move,’ the war, the flu, Dolly – and Papa was still fixated on Robert’s humble background. Even though Robert was a good man, he still, apparently, wasn’t good enough. ‘Robert’s not doing any harm, going to a library,’ Evelyn said.

Kitty was nodding. ‘A library is a nice, restful place for him. With his hea—’

Evelyn cut her off. ‘Robert will fall out of interest with it eventually, but for now, well’ – she took a breath – ‘that’s what he wants to do. I thought I should mention it, out of respect, in case you heard anything.’

‘Respect?’ Papa’s lips tightened. ‘Respect! You girls haven’t shown me and your mother anything resembling respect since we moved to Edinburgh.’

‘That’s not fair,’ Kitty said. Her face was pale.

‘Not you, Katherine,’ Papa said, offhandedly. He turned to Evelyn. ‘Elopement, divorce, suffragists, accountants, and now, what? Fortune tellers? Whatever will be next? It’s been nothing but poor judgement chasing poor judgement.’

‘We wouldn’t be living in Edinburgh at all if it weren’t for your poor judgement,’ Evelyn snapped. She saw Kitty flinch in the corner of her vision, and she knew she had struck too hard. But even though it was cruel to say so, and even though she had made her own bad decisions, there was truth in it. Papa’s poor judgement had wrested away the life she had known, and the war came for the rest of it.

Papa was blinking at her as if he had been doused in cold water.

‘And since then, we’ve all had to make the best of things,’ Evelyn continued. Her hands were shaking; she had never challenged Papa before, and her nerves were flickering like a faulty light bulb. ‘Robert’s choice of library is hardly a tragedy, given everything that has happened to us.’

‘To the world,’ Kitty added.

‘Yes, quite. And you can disapprove all you like. But’ – she swallowed – ‘it won’t make any difference.’ She gathered her courage to divulge more. ‘There’s a church, too.’

Papa was shaking his head. The fire had drained out of him now, and he looked exhausted. Evelyn felt simultaneously victorious and sorry for him. ‘You’ll break your mother’s heart, Evelyn,’ he said.

‘I’m sorry.’ Evelyn’s lip wobbled. But what about my heart? she wanted to say. Mama and Kitty were allowed to have feelings in every direction, but nobody worried about her. Even Robert. Her job was to hold everything steady, for all of them, and they took it for granted she wasn’t going to develop emotions and start demanding her own accommodations.

Kitty’s cheeks were pink. ‘A church, too?’

‘Yes,’ Evelyn said. ‘Well, it’s not exactly a church. More like a meeting-place. But very respectable. And the library is respectable too. Robert has a tutor there. A very well-respected tutor.’

‘You’ve been going with him?’ Kitty was buttoning the top of Margaret’s pinafore.

‘It’s important to Robert,’ Evelyn said. ‘That I join him.’

There was a moment of silence in the room. Evelyn looked between Papa, who was staring into the fire, and Kitty, who was repeatedly smoothing down the baby’s tufty lock of hair.

‘Don’t use their towels,’ Papa said, eventually. ‘They probably all wash at the steamie.’

Evelyn heard a gargling noise in her throat she realised was laughter. ‘OK, Papa.’ She released the back of the chair, where her fingers had made crescents in the upholstery, and ran to embrace him.

Papa put his hand up, stopping her before she reached him. She took a step back. ‘Evelyn. You understand I cannot approve of this.’ Papa’s usual air of gruff abstraction was gone, and he was giving her a clear, analytical look. It was the kind of look delivered to a colleague. ‘You recognise the harm this could do to the firm, don’t you? I will not risk the security of this family for Bobby’s foibles. I cannot be associated with scandal . . .’ He trailed off, and Evelyn knew that the unfinished end of his sentence was ‘again.’

She wrapped her arms around her waist. ‘I understand. I won’t let that happen.’

‘It would be better for us not to associate in public,’ Papa said, rubbing his forehead. ‘Don’t come to the party on the third, I’ll have clients attending.’

Evelyn nodded, her throat tight. She felt a surge of anger at Robert for putting her in this position. They had been managing just fine with Papa in a détente. Robert had no idea the sacrifices she was having to make for him.

‘Your mother will need time. Don’t call at the house until this has blown over.’

Evelyn nodded again. She squeezed her hands into fists. She wasn’t going to cry. She was a grown woman. It was silly to cry about your mother.

‘Katherine.’ Papa turned to look at her. ‘You’ll have to keep your mother calm. I hope there’s one of you left I can trust not to lose your mind?’

‘Yes, Papa,’ Kitty said.

Something in her tone was odd. Evelyn tried to catch Kitty’s eye, but she was patting baby Margaret on the back with flustered little taps, her gaze fixed on the carpet.






Chapter 11

Robert spent the next week in a state of jittery excitement about Clarence’s special session at the Spiritualist Hall. He marched up and down his study, nervous as a debutante. ‘We should get there early,’ he would say over dinner, and, ‘You don’t think it will snow? Clog up the roads?’ Evelyn provided him with bland reassurances, but her heart wasn’t in it. Since Sunday, Kitty had been odd with her, maybe even avoiding her. She’d gone by Kitty’s house on Wednesday afternoon, and even though Jeanie said she was out with the baby, Evelyn spotted the pram in the hallway. She’d returned home, nursing a hollow sadness that she couldn’t bear to explain to Robert.

On Sunday, Robert cut himself shaving and was still dabbing at the graze while he put on his hat, sighing in the corridor while Evelyn tied her boots. ‘The earlier we go, the earlier we can leave,’ he said. Which had never been, in the history of all time, a feature of church. Kitty and Alistair arrived to walk with them to St Serf’s, and on the route down, Evelyn stuck close to Kitty’s side.

‘Did Jeanie tell you I came by on Wednesday?’

Kitty sniffed. ‘Yes, sorry I missed you. I went to the Colonies.’ She wiped her nose with a handkerchief.

Evelyn peered at her. ‘You’re ill,’ she said. ‘You should be in bed. Not walking around the Colonies. Wait, why were you in that neighbourhood at all? You weren’t swimming, were you? You mustn’t get your hair wet if you’re ill.’

‘It’s just a cold,’ Kitty said. ‘And no, I wasn’t swimming. I went for the collection, for that poor wee boy.’

‘Which boy?’

Kitty frowned at her. ‘Wee Charlie, of course.’

‘Who’s wee Charlie?’ Evelyn pulled off her gloves to feel Kitty’s forehead. ‘Have you had a fever?’

Kitty batted her hand away. ‘No, stop fussing, it’s just a chill. Don’t tell me you’ve been too distracted to hear about wee Charlie?’

‘I haven’t been distracted.’

Kitty’s mouth flattened into a line.

‘Do you think I’ve been distracted? I tried to come by.’

‘I know,’ Kitty said. ‘I mean, you’ve been busy with your new society.’

Evelyn examined Kitty’s expression, but Kitty was keeping her face blank. ‘I don’t have much of a choice,’ she said. ‘It will take time to talk him out of it.’ She looked over her shoulder at Robert. ‘I didn’t mention to him about Papa. I thought he might be sensitive to it.’

‘To what?’

Evelyn opened her mouth to untie the thought. She would never be able to tell Robert that her parents objected so vehemently to his spiritualism that Papa had told them to avoid contact. If Robert found out that the only parental figures in his life had been so quick to reject him, it would devastate him. Even once he snapped out of the spiritualism, it would colour all their future interactions, every Christmas and Burns Night, every party, every Saturday afternoon stroll through the Botanics. No, she could never tell him. It might even make Robert wounded enough to push him further into the arms of his new friends at the hall.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Evelyn said, at last. She looked at Kitty, wondering if she should probe for her true feelings on the subject, and decided against it. There was only so much strife she could handle in a week. ‘So, you went for a collection?’

‘Yes. Oh, it’s terrible, everyone in the Colonies is worried sick about the poor wee boy.’

‘Is he ill?’

‘No, he went missing, you really haven’t heard? Doesn’t your Marty’s sister live that way?’

‘That sounds right.’ Evelyn checked again that Robert and Alistair were far enough behind them not to overhear. ‘How was Papa after I left?’ she said.

Kitty shrugged. ‘Mostly he just complained about all the unopened Christmas cards that came back from people who emigrated last year without telling him.’

Evelyn had a sense Kitty was leaving something out, but her energy for confrontation had collapsed. ‘He’ll save a fortune on stamps this year.’

Kitty laughed, her shoulder brushing against Evelyn’s. She put her arm around Kitty and squeezed her. ‘I’ll have everything back to normal in no time, don’t you worry. I’ve got this under control,’ she said, quietly.

Kitty nodded. ‘I know you do.’

 

After the service at St Serf’s, Robert marched to the tram stop so fast that Evelyn could hardly keep up with him. ‘It’s 11.30 already,’ he was saying. ‘11.35, now.’ Halfway along North Bridge Street, a horse drawing a cart of apple crates paused on the tracks to defecate while its handler tugged uselessly on its reins. Tutting and puffing, Robert ushered her out of the tram and they walked the rest of the way up the hill. When they arrived at the mews in front of the hall, it was more crowded than usual. Teenage boys with downy moustaches jingled change in their pockets, and boisterous children ate cream buns from their handkerchiefs.

‘Are you excited?’ Annie leapt upon Evelyn so suddenly that her heel caught on a cobble and she had to grab Annie to right herself.

‘About?’

‘About Clarence.’ Annie flicked the brim of Evelyn’s hat for emphasis.

‘Oh yes, Robert’s tutor. He seems popular, doesn’t he?’

‘Robert’s tutor?’ Annie squeaked.

‘Yes,’ Evelyn said, looking for Robert for confirmation, but he was talking to an elderly gentleman wearing a pince-nez.

‘I didn’t know Clarence tutored.’ Annie stared at the side of Robert’s head, greedily. ‘How lucky he is.’

Evelyn followed Annie’s line of sight. ‘Is that him?’ She gestured at the man with the pince-nez.

Annie tipped her head back and laughed. ‘Dear me, no. You really don’t know Clarence?’

‘We’ve not met,’ Evelyn said, irritably.

Annie opened her handbag and pressed a folded pamphlet into Evelyn’s hand. ‘That’s Clarence.’

‘This?’ Evelyn swallowed. The pamphlet featured an etching of a small, ringleted doll-like figure with lustrous eyes, standing on a white cloud.

Robert snatched the pamphlet from her. ‘Where did you get that?’

‘Auntie Agnes. But there’s more at the front.’ Annie pointed towards the doors, where Geraldine and Mrs Downie were holding great stacks of paper.

‘What is it?’ Evelyn squinted at the pamphlet. ‘Is it – an automaton?’ Her voice was weak. She pictured Robert sitting in the library at one of the tables by the window, a terrible doll rolling in on oiled wheels, its porcelain face turning to him with stuttering tremors, its tiny hands icy.

Robert laughed. ‘Not at all. He’s a genius. A child prodigy!’

‘A child?’ She grabbed Robert’s arm as people began filing into the hall. ‘A child, Robert?’

‘Yes.’ He was smiling.

‘Why didn’t you mention it?’

‘Didn’t I? I’m sure I did.’

Acid rose into Evelyn’s throat. ‘I would remember if you told me that you have a child tutor, Robert!’

Robert patted her hand. ‘Just wait until you see him, he’s a genius. Like Mozart.’

‘Mozart didn’t summon the dead,’ Evelyn hissed.

Robert squeezed past two elderly ladies and pointed to the middle of the second row. He put his face close to Evelyn’s, until she could feel his stubble tickle her ears. ‘I promise, my love, it’s not as odd as it sounds. See for yourself.’

Stiffly, Evelyn took a seat. She gripped her handbag on her lap, her jaw tight. Everyone must have known about Robert and his infant tutor. Mrs Downie, Geraldine. Everyone must have been laughing about it for weeks. God, Papa would have a fit if he found out! It was beyond careless for Robert not to have told her. Suspicious, even. She shot him an inquisitorial look. Would he have kept that from her, deliberately, just to get his way? But that kind of deception was beyond him. Wasn’t it?

The room swished with rustling as people behind them unwrapped cough lozenges and straightened hats and wiped spectacles. Mrs Downie came on the stage, and the crowd sat up in their seats.

‘Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,’ Mrs Downie said. ‘What a pleasure to see such a lot of new faces here. If it’s your first time at the Spiritualist Hall today, please come and speak to me or Miss Frelinski after the service.’ She clapped her hands. ‘Well, we have a slightly different schedule today, allowing for our honoured guest who has recently returned from his European circuit.’ She beamed into the wings. ‘Please join me in welcoming Clarence O’Grady.’

Evelyn gritted her teeth.

On came the child. He was perhaps ten years old, dressed in a neat blue uniform like he was the mascot for an elite sailing academy. Evelyn wanted to cry. Robert was clapping loudly, whistling through his teeth, and she couldn’t even bear to look at him. Clarence was a wee child! He had bouncy, golden-blond waves and freckles across his nose. He took a seat on a stool in the centre of the stage and slipped his hands underneath him.

‘Good day,’ he said.

The audience laughed. The woman next to her was saying, ‘Isn’t he darling?’

Someone called out, ‘Hello, Clarence.’

The boy waved into the crowd.

Evelyn shuddered. Where was this boy’s mother? Who was permitting this? It was like leasing your baby to a circus, to be fed biscuits through the bars.

Clarence began kicking the stool, and reached for a tumbler of milk on the table. He took too large a drink and it slopped onto his uniform. ‘Oh dear,’ he said. ‘Don’t tell Mama.’

The crowd roared with laughter.

‘Who is Albert?’ Clarence said, suddenly, staring into the audience with one hand against his brow. ‘Albert,’ he said again.

At the back of the hall, a young brunette woman stood, staggering. ‘Albert, Albert was my husband’s name,’ she said.

‘Then you must join me,’ Clarence said.

‘Oh, oh,’ the woman was saying as she picked her way through the aisle. Mrs Downie helped her climb the steps onto the stage, even though she didn’t need helping.

‘Nice to meet you,’ said Clarence, holding out his hand.

The woman was perhaps twenty, long-limbed and thin, with a fashionably cropped haircut. She broke into tears as she approached Clarence. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, wiping her eyes with a handkerchief. ‘I’m sorry, already making a fool of myself.’

‘There is nothing foolish about grief,’ Clarence said.

Evelyn took a breath. An unexpected wave of emotion bubbled over her and she blinked it back.

Clarence held the woman’s hand. She was shaking, her hand almost eclipsing the boy’s tiny paw.

‘Albert says you look lovely,’ Clarence said.

The woman laughed, a confused laugh that was soft with tears. Self-consciously, she touched her hat.

‘Did you dress with him in mind, today?’ Clarence said.

‘I did, yes, I did.’

‘Albert apologises for not taking more notice of the care which you always took with your dress.’

She sobbed, pressing her handkerchief into her eyes.

‘And you talk to him.’

She nodded.

‘Albert says that he hears you,’ Clarence said, with a radiant smile. ‘When you speak to him, you confide in him your concerns. He may not be able to reply, but he hears you.’

‘I miss him every single day,’ the woman said, so simply that it struck Evelyn in the chest like a blow.

‘But you must know that he watches over you, that he is always by your side, especially when you walk—’ He paused for a second, as if listening to an external voice. ‘Do you walk somewhere beside a great cliff? Red cliffs. With many birds?’

The woman flinched. ‘Yes.’

‘Is it—’ Clarence squinted. ‘Is it St Abb’s Head?’

‘Yes! My goodness.’

The audience began to laugh, some to clap. Others were shaking their heads, glancing at each other in disbelief.

‘Albert,’ Clarence said and paused, looking shyly down at the floor. ‘He had a special nickname for you, did he not?’

The woman laughed through her tears. ‘Yes.’

‘He’s embarrassed, he doesn’t want me to say it out loud in front of all of these people, because he was a private person, wasn’t he?’

‘Yes, he was, he was.’

‘Well, he’s repeating his special pet name for you,’ Clarence said. ‘He watches over you when you’re at your deepest sleep, and he calls you by that special name—’ Clarence broke off, listening to the air, before tilting his head back towards the woman. ‘He says you recently redecorated your bedroom, is that right?’

‘My goodness!’ The woman was shaking so much, Evelyn could hear the pins in her boots tap against the wooden stage.

‘New bedspread, and a new paint colour. Is that so?’

‘It is!’

‘Albert says it is very pretty. And if you feel his presence there at night, it’s because he visits you. He is saying, “I never let you go to sleep without touching you.” ’

A prickle of goose bumps rose on Evelyn’s arms. The woman on stage, however, broke into a huge smile. ‘Thank you, yes,’ she said.

‘Do you ever feel him? When he comes, it will be like a cold breeze over your body, or perhaps a weight next to you on the bed.’

‘I’ve felt it, yes,’ the woman said, smiling.

Evelyn shivered. She thought of Dolores’s earring, glowing under the floorboards. What was it Robert had said, in the beginning? One of the ways spirits communicate is in lost items. She shifted her weight in her seat.

‘He knows something, a secret you’ve been keeping,’ Clarence said, in a low voice.

Evelyn squeezed her fingernails into her palms.

‘A secret? I don’t know what that could be.’

‘It’s about a birthday present,’ Clarence said, with a conspiratorial grin. ‘You’re hiding it away for his niece, aren’t you? An expensive present, too. He’s laughing about it, saying he would have never let you buy such an expensive present.’

The woman covered her face with her hands before releasing them. ‘It’s true! How true!’

‘Albert has to leave us now, but he wants to share with you so much love,’ Clarence said. ‘May I embrace you?’

The woman gathered Clarence in her arms, tears rolling down her cheeks. She pushed her face into the boy’s shoulder and whispered something. Clarence nodded.

Evelyn’s mouth was dry. How had the child known all that? St Abb’s Head, the new paint colour? The birthday gift? He couldn’t possibly have made idle guesses. A cold
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