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      Lady Gregory closed her eyes and clenched her fists at her side. She took in a deep breath that eased up the tight corset she wore under her dress. The lantern on the wooden table flickered and she held her breath until the count of five and then slowly exhaled.

      “Another night, another customer,” she shook her hands by her side and then opened her eyes.

      The person on the other side of the door used the knocker to bang again and she unlocked the door and opened it.

      “Welcome, fine sir.” Lady Gregory smiled at the gentleman who stood on her steps.

      He wore a top hat, dressed in fine clothing, and leaned on a cane, more for show, than actual use. He bent his head forward and tilted his hat. “Good evening.”

      She stepped aside to make room for him to come in. “May I take your coat? There’s been a bit of a chill in the air this evening.”

      “Yes, it is a bit chilly for a spring night.” He entered the house and took off his hat. In the lantern light, he looked attractive enough. Middle-aged with mostly gray hair, she placed him in his late 30s.

      He took off his coat and hat, handing them both to Lady Gregory and she hung them on a hook by the door.

      “Why don’t you come in and we can discuss the nature of your business at this late hour.” She led the way without waiting for him to respond and made a left into a small sitting room.

      She sat down in a large chair and placed her palms on its arms and sank back to relax.

      The gentleman took a seat opposite her on a two-person sofa. Brilliant red and soft to the touch, the sofa stood out in the room. Lady Gregory found that showing a bit of extravagance in the furniture eased the transactions a bit.

      “So how does this work?” He rested his cane against the left side of the sofa and folded his hands in his lap.

      “First, I will give you a name and you must only use this name while in my home.” She smiled at him and looked him up and down from head to toe.

      “I’ll agree to that.” He scanned the room looking at the few pieces of art that hung on the wall and leaned forward, a bit anxious from his body language.

      “Mr. Heavy, why are you here this evening?” Lady Gregory asked.

      Caught a bit off guard, stumbled over his words. “I’m sorry. What was that?”

      “It is late and I asked you the nature of your business with me this evening.” She liked to see how they responded to the question because their answers said so much about them.

      He leaned back and cleared his throat before speaking. “A friend of mine told me about your services and I wanted to hire you for myself.”

      Lady Gregory held her index finger up and shook her head. “I am not for hire.” She smoothed down the front of her dress and folded her hands in her lap. “I offer my services to you. Do you understand?”

      “Honestly, I don’t.” Mr. Heavy fidgeted with his hands and looked away. “I was told that you could do magic and—”

      “Mr. Heavy, we don’t use that word here.” Lady Gregory held his gaze and continued, “I bring about a desire that you want for a fee. You promise to remain quiet about the arrangement that we make here, and for a small fee, everyone is happy.”

      “But can you really do it?” Mr. Heavy asked. “I mean, my friend Henry told me that he had seen—”

      “Let’s discuss payment and then you can see for yourself whether my services are satisfactory to a man of your stature.” Lady Gregory stroked his ego a bit and guessed rightly that he would calm down a bit.

      “I have brought money with me.” He went for his wallet and prepared himself to hear her price.

      “My prices might seem exorbitant but my services are unique.” Lady Gregory pointed at a folded piece of paper on the table. “Tell me if that’s satisfactory for you.

      Mr. Heavy took the piece of paper, read it, and then raised his eyebrows. “That’s a steep fee.”

      Before he could balk some more, Lady Gregory replied, “I ask for a third of the price now and the rest after the night is over.”

      He kept quiet thinking through the cost.

      “The services that I provide are such that you will not find anyone else in this town who can provide them to you.” Lady Gregory smiled and she tapped the table next to her with her nails. “Place the deposit on the table and I will bring you to the next room to begin. If you’re not satisfied, then all of your money will be returned with no questions asked.”

      “No questions asked?” Mr. Heavy weighed the decision as the fee was more than what he typically spent in two months.

      “I have no questions for you.” Lady Gregory said no more and waited.

      “What assurances do I have that you will not have some henchmen tie me up and threaten to hurt me unless I pay you an exorbitant fee?” His left leg shook in nervousness and he grabbed his cane as if to get up and go.

      “You will have to trust me then.” Lady Gregory smiled to put him at ease. “And keep in mind, that the friend whom you heard about me from survived the encounter and was not harmed. It is not advantageous for me to harm those I do business.” She went to get up and added, “Perhaps another time you will come back when you are more at ease.”

      Seeing her get up and prepare to cancel his invitation, Mr. Heavy clenched the end of his cane and made a decision. “No, no, I’m fine. I’ll trust you.”

      Lady Gregory flattened down the front of her skirt and headed toward a door in the far corner of the room. “Then follow me and we will begin.”

      Mr. Heavy swallowed and steeled himself for what came next. “Is there anything I should do to prepare for what’s in the next room?”

      Lady Gregory stopped and took pity on him. “You present yourself as a thoughtful man and I’ll only say this to you. Enter with a free will and then let go. For what you seek, you will need to be prepared to open your mind and spirit.” She opened the ornate wooden door, filled with carvings of trees, and in the center, a solitary apple. “Enter and give yourself the permission to be open-minded tonight.”

      Mr. Heavy leaned on his cane for a few moments, took a deep breath, and then entered the room. Once inside, Lady Gregory followed and locked the door behind him.

      Before them, the room stretched out to more than double the width of a typical room. A solitary wooden chair was positioned in the center and off to the side a large bed. Three lanterns on each side of the room illuminated the space.

      “Sit in the chair, be comfortable, and close your eyes.” Lady Gregory led him forward and helped him to sit. “Two of my assistants will be entering the room once you close your eyes. Their names are Rose and Lily. They will help me tonight and then we will go from there.”

      Mr. Heavy reached up to grab Lady Gregory’s arm but stopped before touching her. “But how do you know what I want?”

      “You are here for one thing and one thing only. I can see the sadness hanging on you like an old suit. You are looking to be free of it but need some help.” She patted his hand for comfort. “After tonight, you will need to let her go and move on.”

      “But I haven’t said anything? How do you know?” Surprised and a bit shocked at her response, Mr. Heavy stood up to follow Lady Gregory.

      She stopped and held her hand up. “Please, sit down and all will be well. You are not the first man to come to me looking to reconnect with someone who has passed.” Lady Gregory folded her hands and placed them on her belly. “I promise you that I will do everything I can to help you find her tonight. But I need you to sit down.”

      After weighing his options, Mr. Heavy agreed and sat back down. He rested his cane on the floor and then closed his eyes. “I will do as you asked.”

      “Good. Now we can begin.” She waited a moment and then waved in her two assistants who watched behind a secret door on the right. The clients who kept their eyes closed helped, not because she needed them to do so, but it helped to calm them.

      Rose came in first in a light pink-colored nightgown. Barefoot, she walked into the room, quiet as a mouse. With shoulder-length auburn hair, pale skin and lots of freckles on her face, she stood next to Lady Gregory. Young and tiny of stature, she folded her hands behind her and waited in silence.

      Lily walked into the room with her head held high. She wore a purple-colored nightgown, stood nearly a foot taller than Rose with blonde colored hair pulled back in a long ponytail. With a tiny bit of a bounce in her step, she positioned herself on Lady Gregory’s right side and stood ready.

      Acknowledging both girls with a simple nod, Lady Gregory took a few steps toward Mr. Heavy. “We are ready for you. But before we begin, I say this to all the men we invite into this room. It is not too late for you to turn back. You are here of your free will and we will help you find what you desire. Do you wish to leave or stay?”

      Mr. Heavy held his chin up, kept his eyes closed as had been asked of him, and replied, “Stay.”

      Lady Gregory put her hands together and clapped. “Good, then we will prepare you.” She came to stand behind him and put a hand on his shoulder to calm him. “With what you will experience tonight, some find it too intense and need to stop. If you feel that way, do not be ashamed or afraid. You’ll not be judged here. But we need a word from you that will signal to us that we should cease our work and the night is over. What would you like that word to be?”

      Without hesitation, Mr. Heavy turned his head toward her. “Birthday.” He fought back a wave of emotion and cleared his throat. “That’s my word.”

      He said no more and Lady Gregory did not question him. She tapped him lightly on the shoulder two times. “Good. Your word to stop our work is birthday. Rose and Lily, did you hear that?”

      “Birthday is the word.” The girls spoke in unison and waited. The formality seemed a bit stiff but Lady Gregory found it important for her clients to hear their wishes acknowledged by everyone in the room.

      “Good, then we will begin.” Lady Gregory bent down over Mr. Heavy and spoke low into his ear. “Tell us why you are here tonight.”

      Even though his eyes were closed, he squeezed them shut tighter and then looked away. “I don’t know where to begin.”

      Lady Gregory massaged his shoulders to comfort him. “You are in good hands and I won’t judge you. I have heard all sorts of requests over the years and other men’s secrets remain with me. Just take your time and tell me what you would like.”

      Mr. Heavy turned his head away from her for a moment and glanced down. He clenched his hands and weighed his options for a few long moments as he struggled to find the right words to say. As though he came to a snap decision, he turned back to her and replied, “I want to see my wife again. I was told that you had the power to connect with the spirits of the dead.”

      Lady Gregory patted him on the shoulder and asked, “Do you believe that I can do this?”

      “I didn’t at first. I thought that you used tricks to make it seem that you had that power. But my friend Henry swore to me that you helped him. We argued one night and I left him saying that the drink had gone to his head.” Mr. Heavy paused for a moment and looked up at Lady Gregory but kept his eyes closed. “But I couldn’t stop thinking about the possibility that I had a chance to hear from Mary again.”

      “Tell me about your Mary.” Lady Gregory eased into a relaxing tone to soothe him.

      “She was my moon and the stars.” He laughed and shook his head. “I never thought I would marry but we were introduced by a mutual friend. I am set in my ways and she was so full of life and excitement. We were opposites that way and helped each other. She taught me to take life less seriously and to enjoy it. We were fifteen years apart. At twenty-one, she seemed so much wiser than her age. We married after a year of foolishly thinking I would remain a bachelor and then I took to married life. We had such a good time.”

      His voice faded and his face drooped in sorrow.

      “Did you have any children?” Lady Gregory asked. She waved over to Rose and Lily to signal them to get ready.

      The girls waved back and they stood by the bed ready.

      “No, we did not. I wish we could have but God did not bless us with a child.” Mr. Heavy wrung his hands together. “Our time together was too short.”

      “I need to ask you a question and it might cause you pain. I don’t ask the question to dredge up sad memories but to get to the heart of why you’re here. What happened to her?” Lady Gregory waited for him to respond and rubbed the small of his back.

      “My Mary became sick. At first, she seemed that she would rally and be fine, but after a week her condition deteriorated and I sent for the doctor. She was confined to a bed and had a terrible cough and fever. I stayed with her through to the end until she lost her fight and died in the middle of the night.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.” Lady Gregory bent down and whispered so that only he could hear. “I promise you that I will do everything I can to bring your Mary back tonight. But there is a risk that you must be aware of.”

      “What risk?” He straightened his spine and sat up.

      “When I bring her spirit back, she will be here as though you are with her in this room. You might feel strongly about this and I can only have her stay for a few minutes. I need you to prepare for that. Once she leaves, I cannot bring her back. She’ll be gone forever. It’s not because I don’t want to but I can’t.”

      “That is not a problem. I understand.” Mr. Heavy steeled himself for what was to come.

      “And there is a risk that I won’t ever be able to bring Mary back to you ever again.” Lady Gregory placed her hands firmly on his shoulders. “Open your eyes.”

      He did as commanded and looked right into her eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “The spirits do as they wish. Mary might come tonight and then she might not.” She did not break eye contact with him. “I need you to know the risk.”

      “But to have a few minutes with her, to tell her I love her, that would mean everything to me.” Mr. Heavy nodded. “I accept the risk.”

      Lady Gregory stayed still a moment longer to read his face. Coming to a decision, she nodded. “Then we will begin and you will close your eyes again.”

      He did as asked and sat quietly with his hands folded in his lap.

      “Tell me your favorite memory of Mary so that I can fix my mind on that and reach out to her spirit to coax her to come spend some time with you.”

      Mr. Heavy settled into his chair and thought for a moment. “I remember the day I first knew that she liked me. I never told anyone this before.” He smiled and eased into his story. “Mary and I had known each other for a few months and had started a correspondence. Her letters were full of such wonder and lively stories. I went to visit her at her family’s house and we had tea. Then we took a walk in the family’s garden and were caught in a sudden thunderstorm. The rain came down in buckets and the lightning frightened both of us. We rushed to get back to the house but decided to duck into a small gardener’s shed.”

      He stopped and the memory of that day rushed at him. He savored the memory for himself just a moment longer.

      “I remember how wet she was from the rain. We stood close together in the small shed and her shoulder pressed against my arm. I didn’t say anything at first but she breathed heavily from running and I did the same. The rain came down hard, lightning traced the sky, and the rumbling of thunder shook the ground. I don’t know how I had the courage, but I reached for her and gently stroked her wrist with my index finger. She did not pull away from me and a new feeling came to me. I felt alive.”

      Mr. Heavy stopped a moment to savor his memory.

      Lady Gregory took a step back from him and shifted her weight to her left side and crossed her arms. She smiled at him, but with his eyes closed, he didn’t know that. In her line of work, it’s not often that she observed such pure and unadulterated joy on a client’s face.

      A few moments passed and Mr. Heavy turned back to her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wander off.”

      “It’s fine. We have as much time as you need tonight.” She reassured him and let him gather his thoughts.

      “So we stood next to each other looking out at the rain. I was scared to turn to her for fear that if we looked each other in the eyes that I’d wake up from a dream and the moment would pass.” He grinned and shook his head. “I kept touching the inside of her wrist and slowly massaged the tender spot there. She inhaled sharply and then slowly exhaled. As each second passed by, she leaned more into me and that’s when I knew that she felt the same for me.

      “A flash of lightning blinded me for a moment and then the loud crack of thunder reverberated through the shed. The strike had been close, too close, and each of us jumped in fear. I could have stayed that way all afternoon but she turned me toward her, ever so slowly, and I looked down into her eyes and became lost.” He hesitated and looked for the right words. “I truly never believed in love. I used to call my friends mad for finding a woman and going off to settling down for domestic life. But then love struck me and I fell hard.”

      “Is that the moment that you first kissed her?” Lady Gregory asked out of curiosity more than her job.

      “No. What happened that afternoon is an experience that I’ve only experienced once in my life.” He blushed and tilted his head to the ground. “I feel funny even mentioning it because it’s really nothing.”

      Lady Gregory leaned forward and put her hand on his shoulder. “Go on and tell me. I’ll not laugh at you.”

      Gathering his resolve, he placed his hands on his thighs and sat up straight. “We hugged and I rubbed the small of her back. She copied my movement and then I ran my hand down the length of her arm and she did the same. Our hug lasted until the last crack of lightning and we stayed pressed together hugging each other while gently running our hands up and down each other’s backs and arms. If I lightly stroked the back of her neck, she followed and did the same. When she rubbed the small of my back, I’d then follow her lead. We were wet, fully clothed, but there was something electric in being together. During that time in the shed, I felt more alive than I had ever been before.”

      He fell silent at a loss for words.

      Lady Gregory squeezed his shoulder to reassure him. “You’ve shared a powerful memory with me. Now I’ll try to bring Mary’s spirit back to you.” He paused a moment and then asked, “Are you certain that you want me to continue?”

      He nodded right away. “Yes.”

      She took him by the hand and stood him up. “Then we are going to try together.”

      Step by step, she brought him over to the bed and he followed alongside her.

      At the foot of the bed, Lady Gregory stopped and put her right hand on Mr. Heavy’s lower back. “I want to be clear about what could happen tonight and what will not.”

      Mr. Heavy coughed into his hand and tried to hide his nervousness. “Okay.”

      “Let’s get started then.” She looked up at Lily and said, “Tell Mr. Heavy what your name is and if you’re here on your own free will.”

      Lily faced Mr. Heavy and kept her emotions to herself. She didn’t display any interest or displeasure in being in the room. “You can call me Lily and I’m here on my free will.”

      Mr. Heavy turned toward Lily and gave a small bow. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Lady Gregory pointed over to Rose. “Can you please tell Mr. Heavy your name and let him know if you’re here on your own free will?”

      Younger than Lily, Rose stood up straighter and looked right at Mr. Heavy. “My name is Rose and I am also here tonight freely.” Her voice was soft and comforting. When she finished speaking, she took a risk and then added, “It’s nice to meet you Mr. Heavy. That was a beautiful story you shared.”

      He turned to her, smiled, and gave a slight bow. “You’re welcome.”

      Lady Gregory waited for Mr. Heavy to finish and then resumed. “I will try to bring Mary’s spirit here tonight. If I’m successful, her spirit will enter into either Lily or Rose. At that point, you’ll be able to communicate with her. And depending on which host Mary’s spirit chooses, Rose and Lily might choose to allow you to touch them.”

      Mr. Heavy shook his head violently and crossed his arms. “No, no. I’m not here for sex. It’s not what I want.”

      Lady Gregory interrupted him. “I hear you and I only want to cover the possibility if you change your mind.”

      “I loved Mary and only her.” Mr. Heavy appeared flustered and looked away.

      “I understand.” Lady Gregory leaned in and spoke softly into his ear. “When Mary chooses a host, this would be the last time that you could be with her. If you were to change your mind, I want you to have options.”

      He considered her words and nodded. “Thank you for explaining the options with me. I don’t mean to be rude. I just don’t wish to be unfaithful to Mary.”

      Lady Gregory let the matter drop. Over the years, she had seen a wide range of reactions to this part of the evening. Most men only wanted sex, but a few wanted to simply talk with their missing loved one. The night would unfold the way it needed to and she would not make any judgments.

      “I need you to conjure up the memory you shared with me about the shed. Go back there in your mind but this time I will be holding your hand. I’ll entice Mary’s spirit to come here tonight and we’ll see if you can talk with her for a few minutes to ease your pain.” She grabbed Mr. Heavy’s hands in hers and squeezed them lightly. With soft skin that showed no sign of manual labor, his hands felt light in hers.

      “I am ready.” He turned toward Lady Gregory and tilted his head down to her.

      “Tell me what you see.” She nodded and Rose and Lily stood at the ready. Both stood up straight, by the side of the bed with their arms out and palms ready to receive.

      Mr. Heavy took a moment to remember that afternoon thunderstorm a few years back. A smile broke out on his face and he said, “During the height of the storm, when we hugged, I ran my hands down the small of her back and the sensation reminded me of lightning. I felt so alive. With our bodies pressed together, I took in a breath and smelled a wonderful fragrance in her hair. She smelled like a summer rose. When she breathed, I breathed. In unison, we held each other and the storm melted away as did the shed, my fear and the world around us. I found myself that day and I truly saw her.”

      Lady Gregory closed her eyes and opened the gateway to the world beyond. A light shone within Mr. Heavy, orange and bright, and she used that as a beacon to transmit out and call Mary’s spirit to her. “Tell me more of what happened.”

      “The sky opened up and the rain came down and we cuddled together hoping that the shed would not be blown to pieces. I could feel her heart beating fast against my chest. I let my hands glide over the back of her neck, shoulders, and her arms. When I stopped, she mimicked my movements and the touch healed me in ways that I didn’t know possible.”

      Lady Gregory glanced up and reached out with her left hand. A brilliant purple ball of light had materialized above them. The ball pulsed like a beating heart and she guided the light toward Rose and Lily. “What else happened in the shed?”

      Oblivious to the purple light in the room, Mr. Heavy shrugged and kept his eyes closed as he had been told. “When the rain died down and the lightning stopped, we left the shed and headed back to the house.” After speaking, he paused a moment. “Wait, I did forget something. On the way back, we walked through the gardens and I stopped to pick a rose for her. Pink and just bloomed, I handed the flower to her but pricked my finger on a thorn. She took my hand in hers and kissed my wound. When finished, she glanced up with an expression of such devotion and love. We truly saw each other for the first time that day. It was like a dream.”

      “Good.” Lady Gregory crinkled her forehead as she concentrated and urged the purple light to descend onto the bed. “Now I need you to help me and my request might sound odd. Are you ready?”

      “I’m ready.” He waited for her to say more.

      “Mary’s spirit is in the room. I need your help in guiding the spirit to either Rose or Lily. Think of the girl you think Mary would like to know best and then I’ll do the rest.” Lady Gregory squeezed his hands. “Ready?”

      “I have chosen a girl. It’s Rose.”

      Lady Gregory let go of Mr. Heavy’s right hand and reached out toward Rose. Rose took her hand and reached toward the purple light.

      The purple ball of light convulsed once and then flew into Rose. Her eyes rolled up and she froze as the spirit coursed through her. Lily came around the bed and helped Rose lie down. With her arms stretched wide, Rose’s chest heaved as she breathed fast.

      “She’s in position,” Lily said as she lifted Rose’s head and put a pillow under it.

      Lady Gregory opened her eyes and moved to stand behind Mr. Heavy. She stood close to him and put her hands on his shoulder. “You only have a few minutes. Keep your eyes closed and move forward so that you can talk with your Mary.”

      Mr. Heavy came right up against the edge of the bed and leaned forward. “Mary, are you there?” He spoke with trepidation, unsure of what would happen next.

      Rose answered but in a different voice. “I am here James. I can hear you.”

      Startled at the sound of Mary’s voice coming from Rose and her knowing his real name, he leaned closer. “I wanted to tell you how much I miss you and that I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” Rose tilted her head toward him. “I can only stay for a short while. I want you to be with me. Come closer so that I can feel you.” She reached out her hand to him.

      A bit embarrassed at her request, Mr. Heavy hesitated at the end of the bed. “I miss you as well.”

      “Then come and be with me. It’s been cold and dark without you. I’ve searched for you and now we are together again.” Rose patted a spot on the bed next to her. “Come lay next to me as we did on our wedding night. We talked all night long and then we fell asleep. When we woke up the next morning, you apologized to me for falling asleep, afraid that you had offended me for not doing your husbandly duties.”

      Mr. Heavy laughed. “You made fun of me for how upset I was.”

      “So we ate waffles for breakfast and watched the sunrise on the balcony.” Rose again reached her hand out to him. “Come be with me like that morning.”

      He hesitated a moment still with his eyes closed and then climbed onto the bed and then felt his way to put his head on a pillow next to Rose. He lay on his side with his hands folded together as if in prayer.

      Lady Gregory stayed at the foot of the bed and kept her arms raised in front of her. She kept her eyes closed and directed Mary’s spirit to keep her centered in Rose.

      “I have missed you so much.” Mr. Heavy reached out to touch Rose’s hair. “But I know that if I open my eyes, the illusion will be gone and you’re not really here.”

      “Don’t think of such things. I’m here with you.” Rose reached out and put her index finger on a dimple under Mr. Heavy’s chin. “And there’s that spot that I love.” She wiggled her finger and then kissed his chin.

      “What am I going to do now that you are gone?” Mr. Heavy reached out and took Rose’s hands in his. He pulled her hands close and kissed the fleshy part of her palm.

      “If we only have this short time together, then let us make it count. I want you to remember this night and how much I love you.” Rose rolled over onto her side and put her arm around him. She ran her fingers through his hair to comfort him.

      “After tonight, I will still have a heavy heart and will mourn you.” He pulled her close and wrapped his arm around her.

      “But you still have a long life left and I don’t wish for you to be unhappy. In time, you will find another to love. Your time with her will be different but just as real and fun. Give yourself time to be and heal.” Rose kissed him on the forehead. “And for tonight, forget where you are and be with me.”

      Rose wrapped her leg around Mr. Heavy’s and she kissed him full on the mouth.

      Lily glanced over at Lady Gregory who struggled to keep her arms in the air. A bead
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