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			To all who have struggled to make their voices heard, historically and presently

		

	


	
		
			New York County, Municipal Jurisdiction

			Manhattan, July 31, 1880

			New York City Police Record Case File: 1306

			To whoever should have the misfortune to review this closed—but still unresolved—case, I extend my condolences. I tell you truly that all persons involved have been insufferably odd.

			All we know directly of Miss Natalie Stewart, disappeared at age seventeen, is what you will read here in what was left behind as an absurd testimonial.

			Herein you shall find pertinent newspaper articles enclosed by Miss Stewart regarding Lord Denbury and his infamous portrait. There are also letters from involved parties.

			I am left to conclude that everyone involved is a certifiable lunatic. Should you wish to indulge yourself and read a young lady’s foolish reveries on such highly improbable events, so be it. Should you believe any of it, I hope you have no business with the New York Police Department now or in the future.

			Regards,

			Sergeant James Patt

		

	


	
		
			This Journal is the sole property of:

			Miss Natalie Stewart

			As a gift to mark this, her exit from

			The Connecticut Asylum

		

	


	
		
			June 1, 1880

			Sister Theresa handed me this farewell gift with such relief that it might as well have been a key to her shackles. I’m a burden to her no more. Someone else will have to glue her desk drawers closed and exchange her communion wine for whiskey.

			But now I trade the prison of the asylum for another. The prison of home.

			Oh, I suppose I ought to clarify the word asylum, as it has its connotations.

			The only illnesses the students of the Connecticut Asylum have are those of the ears and the tongue. The mute, or the deaf, are not the mentally ill. Those poor souls are cloistered someplace else, thank God. We had enough troubles on our own.

			But now that I’m home, a prison undercurrent is here too. The desperate question of what is to be done with me lingers like dark damask curtains, dimming the happy light of our dear little East Side town house. For unfortunates like me, firstly, a girl and, secondly, a mute girl, life is made up of different types of prisons, I’ve learned. If I were a man, the world could be at my command. At least it would be if I were a man and could speak.

			Every night I pray the same prayer: that I may go back to that year of Mother’s death and startle my young self to shake the sound right out of that scared little girl. Maybe I’d have screamed. A beautiful, loud, and unending scream that could carry me to this day. A shout that could send a call to someone, anyone, who could help me find my purpose in this world. But since that trauma, I’ve yet to utter a word. Not for lack of trying, though. I simply cannot seem to get my voice through my throat.

			I’ve often thought of joining a traveling freak show. At least there I wouldn’t have to deal with the ugliness of people who at first think I’m normal and then realize I can’t speak. I hate that moment and the terrible expression that comes over the person’s face like a grotesque mask. The apologetic look that thinly veils pity but cannot disguise distaste, or worse, fear. If I were already in a freak show, people would be forewarned, and I could avoid that moment I’ve grown to despise more than anything in the world. But would I belong beside snake charmers and strong men, albinos and conjoined twins? And if not, where do I belong, if anywhere?

			• • •

			As a child, I heard a Whisper, a sound at the corner of my ear, and saw a rustle of white at the corner of my eye. I used to think it was Mother. I used to hope she would show me how to speak again or explain that the shadows I see in this world are just tricks of the eyes. But she never revealed herself or any answers. And I stopped believing in her. I stopped hearing the Whisper. But what does remain are the shadows that come to me at night. There are terrible things in this world.

			I don’t have pleasant dreams. Only nightmares. Blood, terror, impending apocalypse. Great fun, I assure you. (Perhaps it’s good I can’t speak; I’d share dreams at some normal girl’s debutante ball and send her away screaming or fainting.) There are times when I feel I need to scream. But I can’t.

			I’ve so much to say but don’t dare open my mouth. The sounds aren’t there. I tried, years ago. Therapists soon gave up on me, saying I was too stubborn. But it wasn’t me being stubborn. I was anxious, nerve-racked, afraid; I hated the foreign, unwieldy sound that crept out from behind my lips so much so that I haven’t dared try since. Perhaps someday.

			That’s why I was given this diary. Other girls were given lockets or trinkets. When I’ve nothing to occupy my mind or my hands, I resort to mischief. Now if the asylum had just had more books (I’d read them all, twice, within my first two years), I’d never have bothered with the communion wine. I wouldn’t have had the time for glue, tacks, or spiders.

			I’d have been reading about trade routes to India, the impossible worlds of Gothic novels, or even the tedious wonders of jungle botany—anything other than this boring, dreary world we live in. And so, dear diary, you’ll bear my written screams as I yearn for a more industrious, exciting life.

			Unless I find an occupation or a husband, which in my condition is laughable, I’m destined to languish in solitary silence. Most men of Father’s station would have whisked me off to some country ward upstate never to be seen again. (I’ve been continually reminded of this by scolding teachers who insist I ought to be more grateful for a doting father.)

			And I am grateful for sentimentality on Father’s part. I look too much like Mother for him to have sent me off, and goodness, if my sprightly nature doesn’t remind him of her. So I’ve always felt a certain security in my place here a few blocks from Father’s employer, the ten-year-old Metropolitan Museum of Art. A building and an institution I’ve come to adore.

			Tonight, Father’s having a dinner party with his art scholar friends. They’re quite boring, save for his young protégé, Edgar. I could suffer Edgar Fourte’s presence under any circumstance. But make no mistake, I positively hate that wench he proposed to. If only I could have fashioned some mad plot and sent Father away, I would have thrown myself at Edgar’s mercy and become his lovely, tragic young ward. I’d have made myself so indispensable to him, not to mention irresistible, he’d never have considered another woman.

			I’ve been told I’m pretty. And he’s a man who likes quiet. What could be more perfect than a pretty wife who doesn’t speak? But alas, I’ll have to find some other handsome young scholar with a penchant for unfortunates since Edgar stupidly went and got himself engaged to one. So what if she’s blind? She can’t see how beautiful he is. What a waste!

			Ah, the clock strikes. I must help Father with preparations and then make myself particularly presentable, if nothing else than for Edgar’s punishment. I’ll return with any notable gossip or interesting thoughts.

			Later…

			They’ve clustered into Father’s study for a cigar, having stuffed themselves as scholars do at a meal they didn’t pay for themselves, leaving me a few moments with these dear pages.

			We’re in luck; they did discuss something fascinating at dinner.

			An odd painting is coming to town. An exquisite life-sized oil of a young English lord named Denbury is about to arrive for a bid. And they say it’s haunted.

			Now if there’s one thing I can’t help but adore more than Edgar Fourte’s face, it’s a ghost story. Perhaps it stems from that long-ago Whisper. Or the shadows I see at night. Wherever the thrill comes from, I can’t deny my obsession.

			Evidently Lord Denbury simply disappeared one day. Locals assume that it was suicide, that he was overcome with despair at losing his family. But it was odd, for he was so well loved by everyone in town. Such a tragedy! Only eighteen years old with no siblings, he lost his parents when they died in a sudden accident. Having to take on such a mantle of responsibility must have weighed heavily upon him, or so everyone supposed. He inherited money and lands with his title, but with no surviving family to help him, he simply went and drowned. A fine piece of clothing bearing a pin with his crest washed onto the bank of a quieter part of the Thames. A damaged body was later found farther downriver and assumed to be his, but was that conclusive?

			In such a troubling case, people tend to seek a reason. Once they find one suitable, they’ll close the matter in their minds and hearts for their own comfort. But I wonder…

			He was devilishly handsome, they say, and studied medicine. Supposedly he helped open a clinic for the underprivileged in the heart of London. So absorbed in learning medicine, he hadn’t taken the time to court anyone, though he was continually sought after. He attended a Greenwich hospital nearly round the clock, absorbing all the knowledge he could. I should like to have known him and commended him for being a credit to his class. They say he was a good-natured fellow, if not a bit mischievous, as most clever boys are, and had a way of talking to all sorts of people. Perhaps he could have found a way to help me.

			All that survives him is a grand portrait by an artist who remains unknown despite the vast sum paid for the commission, as recorded in Denbury’s personal ledger. Considering the portrait is of such fine quality, it’s odd that no one sought attribution. Discovered behind a curtain by surprised housekeepers after Denbury’s disappearance, the painting is said to appear nearly alive with the soul of its subject.

			How a group of men like Father’s friends managed to absorb and retain this fantastic gossip is beyond me, but since it involves art, it comes into their territory. Mr. Weiss suggested that when the item makes its way to New York, where the estate broker plans to sell the piece, my father and the Metropolitan ought to consider buying it.

			I desperately want to see it. To see him. I must convince Father he ought to at least put in a bid, so that “the Met” seems fashionable. The supernatural is all the rage these days, and America’s foremost art museum must stay ahead of the times.

			Dear me, I’ve forgotten their coffee, and they’ll be clamoring for it. I’ll return once I’ve served them and given Edgar an unbearably sweet smile. Did I mention that his cheeks went red when I descended the staircase and waved? Perhaps there’s something about a girl back from boarding school that makes a man see her differently. Too late, Edgar, too late. Not that I’d fault you for breaking off your engagement…maybe there’s a way I can assure it…Drat. Coffee first. Schemes later.

			Later…

			I hate them. All of them. Especially Edgar. Don’t they know I might be at the door at any moment? I may be mute, but I am not dumb.

			I’d hesitated outside the study, the coffee tray carefully balanced in my hands. Their cigar smoke wafted beneath the door, acrid tendrils making that threshold a foreign passage where women are forbidden to go—unless, of course, they are there in service. And then I heard my father say something he’d recently said directly to my face:

			“I don’t have the foggiest idea what to do with her. I’ve no idea what would be best…”

			Which was, sadly, the truth. It was the subsequent response from Edgar, of all people—I’d know his voice anywhere—that shocked me:

			“Why don’t you just send her off to a convent, where you wouldn’t have to worry about her, Gareth? She could become a nun and change out her own communion wine for whiskey for a change. A vow of silence certainly wouldn’t be difficult!”

			Before any of them had a chance to laugh or snigger at the insult, I threw wide the door, sending coffee spilling onto the tray. My nostrils flared as I narrowed my eyes and looked right at Edgar. He blushed again, this time not because he thought me pretty. Let him rot with guilt for everything he’s done to cause me misery. He’s never known how much I care—no, cared—for him, but surely now he knows I’ll never respect him again.

			I may be an unfortunate, but Father taught me never to stand for being made fun of.

			“Edgar, shame on you,” Father muttered.

			There was deathly silence in the room as I served each of the men: first, Father, who was looking up at me apologetically, second, Mr. Weiss, who couldn’t look at me out of embarrassment, and then finally Mr. Nillis, who never has a single interesting thing to say but always has a grandfatherly way of patting my hand, which I’ll take over being teased any day. Mr. Nillis beamed up at me, entirely oblivious of the awkward moment, and patted me on the hand. I managed to offer him a grateful smile for his small, unwitting courtesy.

			I turned and walked back out the door with the last cup of coffee, Edgar’s, in my hand. He would not be served. Now I sit sipping it myself as I write this account and stare out the window at Eighty-Third Street three stories below, golden and dappled beneath patches of shade in summer’s setting sun. Men in top hats and women in light shawls and bonnets stroll slowly along the cobbled street toward the gem that is our beloved Central Park for one last promenade before dusk. They have a slow but sure purpose to their movement, to their existence, which is more than I have. What am I going to do with myself?

			Oh, Mother. If you hadn’t died, I’m sure this wouldn’t have happened. I’d speak. And you’d know what to do with me.

		

	


	
		
			June 3

			I was secretly terrified that Father would actually take Edgar’s advice and I’d wake to find my bags packed, a train ticket purchased, and a position in a convent secured. But perhaps the incident gave me leverage, for Father knew I was upset, and he hates it when I’m upset.

			He came to me this morning in the parlor, where I sat in a patch of sunlight at the reading table by the window, enraptured by a newspaper article discussing the recent subject of intrigue, that of the mysterious—and delicious—Lord Denbury painting.

			Now, Father doesn’t rightly know how to deal with me, it’s true. I must resort to writing notes as he still hasn’t grasped the particulars of sign language. But thankfully, he gives me money for newspapers. Any paper, every paper, and has always encouraged my reading and education. So I was the first in the household to see the etching of Lord Denbury himself. I was thoroughly engrossed in staring at it when Father interrupted.

			“Natalie, my dear girl, I apologize for what Edgar said. Perhaps he forgets that you can hear very clearly—”

			My eyes surely must have flashed with anger, for Father was quick to clarify. “Not that it would have been an appropriate comment under any circumstance.”

			I turned away. He sat across from me and waited until I decided to return his gaze.

			“Tell me,” he began a bit nervously, “what would you like to do? I’ll try my best. Anything. What would you wish for in your adult life that a girl…in your condition…could reliably attain?”

			I studied my father for a moment, as if weighing my options. But I knew what I wanted. The morning paper had made it clear. I scrawled capital letters on the blank end of the opposite page: ACQUISITIONS. Big, bold, and expectant.

			Father blinked a moment. “Acquisitions,” he repeated slowly. “At the museum?”

			I gave him an expression as if he were daft. Where else?

			“Indeed…” After a moment, he nodded. “I think you’d make a fine consultant.” I nodded enthusiastically. He eyed me and then added, “Tell me. Is there something you’d like to acquire?”

			Offering my most pleased smile—why, how lovely of him to ask—I pointed directly to the hasty charcoal likeness of Lord Denbury’s painting in the paper. The sketch alone was engaging so I could only imagine the piece in the flesh, or rather, the canvas. Something about that young lord called to me.

			According to the paper, Mrs. Evelyn Northe, a wealthy spiritualist known for keeping interesting friends (wealth has a way of allowing you to be “interesting” when in other circles you’d be denounced as scandalous or mad), was closing in on the purchase of the Denbury painting. We simply couldn’t let her have it over the Metropolitan.

			“The Lord Denbury nonsense?” Father’s nose wrinkled in disapproval. I nodded, undaunted. He examined the article.

			“Well indeed,” he sighed. “If Mrs. Northe is considering it so seriously, I’d be called a curmudgeon, not to mention incredibly out of fashion, if we didn’t at least stake a claim…” Father rose, straightened his suit coat, and nodded crisply, as he always did when sealing a decision.

			“Good then. We’ll go call upon Mrs. Northe. If she’s hell-bent on buying it, I’ll press her to offer it to us on loan. I wouldn’t wish to make an enemy of her. Charms aside, I hear she always gets her way. Let’s hope it works out the best for all of us.”

			He kissed me lightly on the head and left for the museum offices.

			Grinning, I jumped to my feet, too excited to sit still. How I longed to join the bustle of the city I could see through the window: the people striding swiftly to their destinations, the carriages jockeying for place on such a fine day, the shopkeepers calling to passersby. But now I had purpose. Perhaps I might become part of their world after all.

			Then again, there are always shadows in the back of my mind. Those lovely people down below move effortlessly in carefree sunlight, far from nightmares, while this haunted painting is the stuff of nightmares. And yet this is what calls to me most strongly. As if it’s where I belong. I turned away from the window.

			I have included the article about the portrait herein for my future reference and for commemoration.

			The Tribune, June 4, 1880

			A portrait recently arrived at the vault of the Art Association on Twenty-Third Street has become such a sensation in various circles that public viewing is now prohibited.

			No one can deny the appeal of the portrait’s eighteen-year-old subject, Jonathon Whitby, Lord Denbury, who is said to have perished by drowning in Greenwich, England. The promising young medical scholar suffered what appeared to be a most devastating loss of both parents in a tragic accident. He soon followed with his own demise, when a body surfacing downriver was hastily assumed to be his.

			However, the young lord is survived by a startling likeness in a life-sized portrait mysteriously commissioned just before his death. Those who have seen it report that the air around the painting is impossibly chilly and that the eyes are too lifelike, as if Denbury’s ghost hovers in the very room. Some of a more delicate nature have even fainted at the sight.

			Mrs. Evelyn Northe, wife of the late industrialist Peter Northe, an acclaimed collector and no stranger to a poltergeist or séance, oddly rejects the idea of the painting being haunted but offers no alternate explanation. She’s among the elite who have been courted to purchase the piece by the estate’s creditors. As for the reported fainting spells of some women who have viewed the portrait, Mrs. Northe had this swift retort: “He’s devastatingly handsome, this Lord Denbury. I daresay they fainted for love of his looks, not fright.”

			If not purchased directly into private ownership, the painting will go to public auction next week. Due to the insatiable curiosity surrounding the piece, it has now been closed off from viewing as the Art Association has stated that they do not employ enough guards to manage the task of keeping the public from touching the young Lord’s likeness.

		

	


	
		
			June 5

			Father wasted no time in obtaining an invitation during Mrs. Northe’s calling hours. I write this even now as our carriage jostles downtown toward her Fifth Avenue home. So forgive me if the pen slips when we clatter over a bump.

			I’ve never been inside a Fifth Avenue home, though I can see the street from my window. That avenue sometimes feels like the boundary line with another country. Father is distinctly middle class, and while he runs in intelligent and well-respected circles, they’re far from the richest in the city. He may steer decisions at the Met, but wealthier power makes them reality.

			By all accounts, Mrs. Northe cuts a figure that will be intimidating to a man like Father and utterly fascinating to me. I only wish I could talk to her. I write very quickly and carry a pad of paper with me wherever I go. Perhaps she’ll have the patience to indulge me.

			Later…

			What an afternoon!

			Firstly, let me say that Mrs. Northe is a most gracious and charming woman. And I daresay she and my father got along better than could be expected. Almost too well for a daughter not to feel a bit awkward, as I often do anyway, let alone if I sense flirtation could be afoot…

			And I believe I may have a new friend! Her name is Margaret Hathorn, Mrs. Northe’s niece, who immediately insisted I call her Maggie. She was dressed exquisitely in a green satin dress of doubled skirts and capped sleeves. I found myself staring at the lace detailing on nearly every gathered fold. I didn’t think I much cared about fine dresses, though Maggie certainly does. I’m reminded I’ve not spent much time in fine society. And she only gave me one of those looks for just a moment. I forgave her easily for that.

			Mrs. Northe’s house was splendid—everything I could have expected and more, trimmed with the finest Oriental rugs and lavish marble pieces, and that was just the foyer. The interior architecture had grand staircases and chandeliers reminiscent of what I’ve seen in pictures of European opera houses. Several windows featured richly colored stained glass by a son of the Tiffany family, which Mrs. Northe proudly said would be all the rage in the next decade and we ought to invest in the man’s work now.

			Evelyn Northe, of course, was splendid too, a woman I would guess to be nearly forty. She was dressed in the latest French fashion with fitted sleeves tapering with countless buttons and gathered skirts of mauve satin drawn into a cascading bustle, all trimmed in seed pearls that I would have thought suitable for a ball gown. But amid the opulence of the home, the ensemble appeared somewhat mundane.

			I glanced into a beveled, bejeweled mirror at my side, my green eyes wide with drinking in the sights, and couldn’t help comparing myself. My blouse and skirts were neat and trimmed with lace, and I’d put my nicest pearl hairpins up into my thick locks of auburn hair, allowing a few ringlets to fall against my cheeks. I knew I wasn’t terrible to look at, but I did feel awkward in such surroundings.

			I was soon surprised by a comfort I could not possibly have expected.

			As Father introduced me, he gave the practiced, cursory explanation that I could hear perfectly well but could not speak, to which Maggie gave that slightly pitying look. Mrs. Northe did not bat an eyelash but instead offered me a “Pleasure to meet you” in standard sign. At this, I confess, my mouth dropped in an uncouth fashion and I had to recover a moment before signing “Thank you” in response.

			“I speak six languages,” Mrs. Northe explained casually. “I found that learning a seventh with my hands was thoroughly rewarding.”

			Father looked away, put to shame by the woman when he hadn’t bothered to learn to sign himself. I can’t blame Father. He’s always hoped that one day I’ll just open my mouth and all will be well. But I did appreciate a woman of such fine taste who could make me feel so welcome in such a personal way, when society never would have required it of her. Maggie seemed suitably impressed by her aunt; clearly this was a new discovery for her as well.

			As Mrs. Northe swept us into the parlor, a maid in a crisply starched uniform was instantly upon us with tea and confections.

			“So, Mr. and Miss Stewart,” Mrs. Northe began, tea in hand. “I understand you are here in regards to the Denbury portrait.”

			We nodded.

			“Oh, he is beyond words!” Maggie cooed, fluffing her emerald skirts. “I’m positively in love with him.” My father blinked at Maggie. “Denbury,” she clarified. “He’s beautiful. Natalie—may I call you Natalie?—you’ll positively die when you see him. He is unparalleled.”

			“I plan to purchase, Mr. Stewart,” Mrs. Northe interrupted smoothly. “So if you are here to outbid me, I do hope the board of your decade-young Metropolitan has a considerable sum in their budget,” she said with an affable smile, leaning toward him a bit.

			Father’s tense lips flickered into a small smile and he coughed a little. I knew he was far more nervous about being in a room with her than he was about talking business. “I would never presume to outbid you, Mrs. Northe, and I have the utmost respect for your taste and wishes. Might I propose that you graciously allow the Metropolitan to have the portrait upon loan for a brief while? With full recognition of your ownership, of course. I believe that my superiors would chastise me if I let something so…talked about…go entirely without a request to include it in an upcoming exhibition.”

			“Indeed. I will certainly consider such a proposal. I’d hate to deprive you and your institution of so striking a man as Lord Denbury,” Mrs. Northe said.

			Maggie’s face fell. “You mean you won’t have him always at the house?”

			“Margaret, hush. Your family lives a block from the museum. You can visit.”

			I couldn’t help it. My hands flew out to ask if the painting was, indeed, haunted, despite her protestation in the paper. Maggie stared at me intently, curiously, as if she thought that by just watching my fingers, she might understand them too.

			Mrs. Northe’s smile remained as she registered my question. I was pleased that she did not exhibit any of the cold distance the upper echelons of society feel necessary when dealing with the merchant class. And I credit that she had influenced her niece similarly.

			“I am a spiritualist, Miss Stewart. I believe that certain objects can retain a bit of living energy and that death is just one veil away from our earthly home. It isn’t that I believe the picture is haunted, per se, but that it could quite possibly have a connection with a lost part of Denbury’s soul.”

			She turned to my father. Maggie was listening, rapt, clearly as intrigued by spiritualism as I was. “And that, Mr. Stewart, is something to be regarded carefully and reverently. That particular aspect is priceless. I don’t trust the painting with just anyone. But I wasn’t about to tell that to the papers.”

			My expression surely betrayed my eagerness, for Mrs. Northe added, “I shall take you to see him, if you like, Miss Stewart. The Art Association has him locked away all to himself in a side room.”

			I nodded, too taken with the idea and with Mrs. Northe to think about asking Father for permission.

			Maggie clapped her hands. “I tell you, Natalie, you’ll just die!”

			To my father, Mrs. Northe declared, “The sooner we are able to secure the portrait from his broker, the better.”

			“Why’s that?” Father asked.

			“I fear the man is mad. It’s as if he were an inmate at Bedlam the day prior to setting sail with the portrait. He keeps shuffling about the association and mumbling something about a master. I daresay that when people get uneasy around the painting, it has less to do with Denbury and everything to do with Crenfall.” Mrs. Northe turned to me. “So, shall I take you tomorrow, Miss Stewart?” she asked.

			Here I turned to Father. He evidently had been watching Mrs. Northe with somewhat of a dazed look, for he had to shake his head a bit, as if waking from a reverie. “I’m sorry.”

			“Ah, our gossip bores you, Mr. Stewart. Quite all right.” Mrs. Northe laughed.

			“No, no, it wasn’t at all that I was bored…” My father fumbled. “I was…very interested in you, I assure you. I mean, in what you were saying. Interested. Yes.”

			Could it be that my father blushed? Maggie seemed to catch it too, and we shared a smile.

			“Indeed. I’ll have a carriage fetch you in the morning, Miss Stewart. Let’s make a day of it. You did mention, Mr. Stewart, that your daughter has just returned from her schooling. I’d like to take her somewhere nice to celebrate her return before she examines this work of art for herself.”

			“That’s too kind of you—” I began to sign, blushing at her generosity. But she interrupted me.

			“Not at all,” she signed in return. “I’ve no daughters. I always wanted one. It would be as much for me as for you.”

			But she has her niece, Maggie, I thought. And I looked at Maggie for a moment, puzzled. Something in Mrs. Northe’s eyes stilled me. I didn’t understand. Maggie seemed kind and engaging enough…

			I tell you, there was something knowing in Mrs. Northe’s eyes that went beyond mere hospitality. It was as if she saw something I couldn’t understand. In that moment, I had the distinct sense that being acquainted with Mrs. Evelyn Northe would be one of the most important things ever to happen to me.

		

	


	
		
			June 6

			My life shall never again be the same. Something is irrevocably changed. But, alas, let me start at the beginning and not skip over how the day began. I’m told I’m good with details.

			How is it that, in one mere day, Mrs. Northe and Maggie have come to feel so much like family? Despite any social differences, we all fell in so naturally.

			Maggie is the sort of girl I always wished I had as a friend. At the asylum, I was surrounded by deaf and mute girls, as well as some blind ones. All of them were lovely, of course, but to be around a pretty girl my age, a girl of society in fine dresses and immaculate gloves…I almost felt like I could fit in among the world at large, a world where there is possibility.

			Mrs. Northe took me to the finest of teas downtown before insisting that she have me sit in a photography studio for a portrait session.

			“All pretty young ladies need a portrait to offer a beau,” Maggie explained. When I protested in clumsy signing that I’d never had nor would I ever have a beau, Mrs. Northe scoffed at me as Maggie fluttered around me, primping my dress for the photograph. I was set down in the vast room filled with drapes and milling onlookers and told to stay put.

			“I’ll not have you say such a thing. I had a premonition,” Mrs. Northe scolded. “And my premonitions are rarely wrong. I saw you teaching at a school with some handsome doctor looking in on you.”

			“Ooh!” Maggie cooed. “A doctor. That’s noble!”

			I smiled at the thought. I’d have to teach other unfortunates like myself, but I found I rather liked the idea. It sounded right. Perfect, in fact. I’d make sure other girls like me had as many books as their hearts desired and no one to tell them they were merely stubborn.

			Sitting for a portrait takes a great deal of patience, and I don’t think the gentleman taking it was very fond of me, for I have a hard time keeping my knees from bouncing. That made me wonder how long Denbury had had to pose for his portrait. How had he withstood it? And what would he look like in person?

			It didn’t help that Maggie kept trying to make me blush and laugh. Goodness, the girl does like to chatter. Thankfully, I’m a very good listener. Even if I could talk, I’m not sure I could have gotten in a word edgewise. She related every last detail she’d recently gathered about the goings-on of New York City’s foremost elite, telling all the juicy, amusing bits. I got quite a colorful education. Mrs. Northe didn’t weigh in for a second, so I assume the topics were of no interest to her. The Hathorns and the Northes seem to have different priorities.

			While we were en route to the Art Association, I confessed to Mrs. Northe that I wanted to know more about spiritualism.

			“It would only do to introduce you to one experience at a time,” she replied aloud to my signed inquiry as we jostled up Broadway, eyeing Maggie as she spoke. “It has been an intensely personal journey for me, and you must look at it the same way if you want to create a lasting experience of faith and belief. This is a concept I keep stressing to Margaret, but she won’t leave me be about it.”

			“I’m obsessed. I want to know everything there is to know about spiritualism!” Maggie cried, not realizing she was echoing what I had just signed. “I want to go to séances and talk to the dead. I want to comprehend that sort of power and then to wield it—can you imagine what you could do—”

			“For the last time, Margaret Hathorn, there is no power in spiritualism. And those who are interested in it for the sake of power quickly become my former friends,” Mrs. Northe said sharply. Maggie snapped her mouth shut. “Not to mention that your mother would never forgive me for teaching you anything about it in the first place. She already is convinced I’m going to Hell.”

			“She is not…” Maggie rallied, but unconvincingly.

			Mrs. Northe turned to me with a smirk, signing: “But I’m rich enough to be considered redeemable. Amazing how wealth buys salvation.”

			I bit my lip to keep from grinning. I didn’t want Maggie to feel left out of the joke, but she was looking out the window and pouting about having been put in her place in front of me. Mrs. Northe’s jovial honesty about her position, her money, and her faith was quite refreshing.

			I recalled Sister Theresa at the asylum once railing about spiritualism being the Devil’s work, which had made me immediately curious as to how and why. Father isn’t much of a churchgoer, being descended from lapsed New England Congregationalists, but Mother, a devout German Lutheran, never missed a Sunday at Immanuel near our home. In her honor, I attend services regularly.

			I find the ritual of faith a comfort, and thankfully the Lutheran congregation is rather stoic. They don’t much care that I can’t speak, and the service is almost all in German. Is it more tragic that I understand two languages that I don’t speak? Regardless, if Sister Theresa was right about the Devil’s work, I can’t have Mother turning in her grave.

			Perhaps Mrs. Northe read my mind, for she was quick to clarify. “Now to be sure, I am an Episcopalian Christian. But my experiences in spiritualism have only expanded my faith, strengthened my commitment to the Lord, women’s rights, and the rights of all people, and enriched my delight in the Divine Mystery of the universe.”

			That sounded grand.

			“What you may have guessed,” she added, her tone suddenly weary, “is that not all persons interested in the discipline come to it purely for spiritual growth, enlightenment, or education. Some become involved because they think somehow they will gain power. Influence. An other-worldly advantage,” Mrs. Northe said bitterly. “And these people quickly fall away from spiritualism to make their own orders and sects as their egos see fit.”

			“Do you know such people?” I signed.

			“Unfortunately, I do,” Mrs. Northe said. “Ah. We have arrived. Come, dear, are you ready to meet him?”

			I grinned.

			“You’ll just die, I tell you!” Maggie crowed, and she took me by the hand and dragged me into the building.

			The Art Association was a lovely edifice on Twenty-Third Street with floors full of fine art, though the grandiose Metropolitan had spoiled me to the extent that nothing could possibly compare. Mrs. Northe swept me expertly through the various rooms, passing under numerous carved wooden arches. She nodded to all she passed in cordial greeting, and Maggie parroted her with the same firm confidence, though she did so with a bit more haughtiness to her step and her head held slightly higher. Clearly they were in familiar territory here, and my task was to keep up.

			We at last came to an unassuming back room where the lamps were trimmed low and a distinct chill hung in the air.

			Mrs. Northe gestured for me to go ahead.

			I turned the corner and held my breath.

			Would it be a horribly clever redundancy to say I was speechless?

			If Mrs. Northe spoke to me in those first moments, I never heard her. I was lost in the music of him.

			I’d never seen anything so beautiful in all my life. His eyes were impossibly real. Bright, shocking blue, they burned with cerulean light. They cried out from the canvas, desperate for more show of life than brushstrokes, as if simply two dimensions were an insult.

			He was tall and sure, broad shouldered and fit, with his hands clasped behind his back. He had jet-black hair that was neat around his ears but fell in gentle curls. He looked firm and authoritative, master of his domain.

			The masculine lines of his face were beautifully composed, as one would expect in the perfection of a dark seraphim. Tiny traces between his nose and the corners of his pursed and perfect lips indicated that his mouth would grow lines of an often wide smile as he aged. But no such trace of gladness could be seen in his portrait’s expression. His lips were set in a stern expression of young defiance, his perfect nostrils flared.

			His suit was fine and charcoal gray, something perhaps for sporting or hunt, something masculine but youthful and unpretentious. He was posed in a study filled with books and well-appointed items: a desk stacked with fresh paper and a blotter, fountain pens and golden trinkets of measure and study, and a high-backed chair before a fireplace bedecked with treasures from around the world.

			A verdant pastoral scene could be glimpsed out the bay window, his Greenwich estate, surely. Everything about the painting drew me in. Perhaps it was haunted after all—the life in those eyes…the slight chill that I couldn’t quite shake. The flare of his nostrils was that of an animal smelling blood.

			Mrs. Northe leaned in to murmur, not wishing to distract me from his gaze. “A shame. Such a handsome youth to be lost at eighteen.”

			“Heartbreaking,” Maggie sighed.

			I could only nod, though I couldn’t help feeling that Denbury wasn’t really gone. He was so unbelievably present. As Mrs. Northe had alluded, some part of that man’s soul was surely in the room with us.

			A gangly, sharp-nosed man with an affable smile poked his head around the corner.

			“Why, my dear Mrs. Northe and Miss Hathorn, you didn’t mention you’d be stopping by again so soon.”

			Mrs. Northe gestured at the painting. “He’s hard to resist. I had to bring Miss Natalie Stewart by to see him. You know Gareth Stewart of the Metropolitan? This is his daughter.” Mrs. Northe turned and signed his name to me—Mr. Sullivan—before he could say anything. I took the cue and inclined my head in greeting.

			Mr. Sullivan stared at us, confused by Mrs. Northe’s gesticulations. I was quite used to that response. Lest he make some social mistake, he ignored the exchange entirely, inclined his head to me, and turned back to Mrs. Northe with pressing urgency, his affable smile fading.

			“May I have a word with you alone? About the buyers.”

			“Ah. Yes. And?”

			Mr. Sullivan glanced over at me nervously. I smiled a bit too broadly, as if the lamps weren’t quite on in my attic. It couldn’t hurt to appear nonthreatening in this case, considering that Denbury seemed to make most people nervous.

			Mr. Sullivan continued with hesitancy, holding out a paper. “Shall we discuss it somewhere apart from the young ladies?”

			“Oh, it’s all right. Miss Stewart can’t hear a thing you say, and I daresay Maggie here has demanded I share every particular of her beau,” Mrs. Northe said, winking so that only I could see. Maggie sighed at the word “beau.” Mrs. Northe turned back to Mr. Sullivan, and I continued to stare at the painting as if I hadn’t heard a word. “You go right ahead, Mr. Sullivan. What’s odd about the list?”

			I could feel Mr. Sullivan glancing at me, embarrassed. “Oh, poor dear,” he said, offering me that all too familiar pitying look. “All right then. Just look at the list of buyers here.”

			Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the color slip from Mrs. Northe’s face as she perused the list. To have somehow earned her confidence like this was a great honor. I pledged to do my best to deserve it.

			“Good God, Mortimer,” Mrs. Northe gasped, letting slip his familiar name. She was on a decidedly familiar standing with nearly everyone involved in this operation. Including now my father. Hopefully that would bode well for Lord Denbury.

			“I was just thinking of these, dare I say, gentlemen,” she said in dismay. “These men are all…”

			“Spiritualists. I know. Isn’t that odd?”

			Maggie was instantly alert, her nostrils flaring like Denbury’s, as if she too smelled blood. Or in Maggie’s case, excitement and perhaps scandal, things she deemed delicious.

			“No, Mortimer, let’s be clear,” Mrs. Northe began sharply. “The men on this list are not spiritualists. Not anymore. They’ve become downright dangerous. Bentrop especially. They dabble in the pure occult through secretive sects that practice Dark Arts. We can’t let Denbury fall into their hands.”

			“What harm could they possibly do with a painting?”

			“I’m not certain. But I would rather not find out.” Mrs. Northe squared her shoulders. “Mr. Sullivan, will you help me draw up purchase documents?”

			Mr. Sullivan looked baffled. “Surely it’s not…an emergency?”

			“I’m not a woman to take chances. I’ll not have this piece in hands I would not trust to touch a dog.”

			Mrs. Northe excused herself to tend to the particulars, and Maggie followed along uninvited.

			I was left alone with the painting. I took a step closer, absorbing every detail. Then a movement out of the corner of my eye had me turning my gaze…

			And then my heart stopped. I choked and questioned my sanity in one fell swoop.

			As I live and breathe, and upon my beloved mother’s grave, I swear that Denbury himself walked by the alcove where the painting was kept and glided toward the hallway beyond. It had to be him! I screamed within, my eyes darting madly to the painting and then to the figure who bore the same elegant lines and the same dark curls, though wearing a different fine suit of deepest red…

			And then he stopped. He turned to me. I saw the only thing that was different: his eyes were off. He was so beautiful, and yet with his eyes not quite as you’d expect, he was unsettling. And, I remembered, he was dead.

			“Hello, pretty,” he murmured, glancing around as if to make sure we were alone. “What’s your name?”

			His accented voice sounded normal enough, for a ghost. It was young, male, British…

			I gestured to my throat and opened my mouth, but no sound came out.

			“Oh, you can’t tell me.” He frowned, and the terrible look of pity I expected was instead delight. “How fascinating.” His clouded eyes seemed to sparkle, and I realized what was odd about them: they reflected strangely in the light, the orbs glowing, like those of an animal at night if a lamp was flashed before them. “And how lucky. If you resisted me…who would know?”

			I stood there staring, knowing I should be offended by such a brazen comment, and yet one doesn’t think about how manners should be when chatting with the dead. He gestured up at his own image. “Amazing, isn’t it? It’s like he’s alive. He’s watching you. I don’t blame him. I’d watch you too, pretty thing. I daresay we’d be beautiful together…”

			His lilting British accent was underscored with something that was both enticing and alarming. We both heard a rustle from another room. He put his finger to his mouth but then laughed. “Oh, but of course you’ll keep our little secret. You’ve no choice. Brilliant. Ta.” And he moved into the hall and disappeared.

			That ghost was nothing like what I’d imagined Denbury—a young genius and reportedly a perfect gentleman—would be like. That was not how one, dead or alive, spoke to a lady. And yet, there was something terribly compelling about him. Ghosts, I supposed, had their thrall, their ways about things. Yet why would a ghost refer to his own likeness not as himself, but as another entity? And why am I now trying to make sense of that?

			As if my sanity weren’t tested enough, dear diary, I was then strained even further. I turned back to the painting, and my heart went again into spasms.

			And here I swear to you, as I looked up again at Denbury, I realized…

			The painting had changed.

			I’d intimately catalogued the piece so I knew something was different. It took me a while to realize what, but when I saw it, the change was undeniable. The retreating perspective line of the woodwork and floor along the bottom of Denbury’s bookshelf was now interrupted. By a book.

			One of the books on the lowest shelf was tilted out from the bookshelf so that part of the title was just barely visible.

			The Girl…

			It was a good thing I could not squeal, for I might have made a scene. First his ghost—a rude one at that—and now this? My blood was alternately hot with excitement and cool with fear. What did that mean, The Girl? Was this image of Denbury asking for help? And did the book title mean anything at all other than a sign that the painting was somehow alive? Haunted after all! How many ghosts could one young man have?

			Before I could clear my head and decide whether I would tell Mrs. Northe and Maggie of these developments, a small and beady-eyed man entered the room. It would seem all bad omens come in threes.

			The man wore an ugly tweed suit, and his hair was plastered with some sort of unappealing agent that reeked of sour mint. His gaze went right to me, and he leered. I returned my attention to the painting, suitably offended. He seemed to remember himself and bowed after a moment, but not before I felt the keen desire to plunge myself into a hot bath to rid myself of his stare. I shuddered. After already having been improperly chatted up by a ghost, I determined that this man was decidedly hateful. He took a step closer and stared at the painting with a sort of triumph, an uncanny look.

			“Mr. Crenfall,” Mr. Sullivan boomed suddenly, sweeping into the room and stepping directly between us, for which I gave him a thankful glance that he received with an apologetic grimace. I couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to be alone in a room with that man, and Mr. Sullivan seemed quite aware of it. “There you are indeed, sneaking in and out. What sort of businessman does so?” Mr. Sullivan scolded. “Mrs. Northe and I were just discussing Lord Denbury here, and she has made you an offer you cannot refuse.”

			Mrs. Northe eyed me with concern for a moment before moving into the room a step, with Maggie triumphantly behind her. “Backed, of course, by the Metropolitan Museum of Art. And the very City of New York,” Mrs. Northe added for good measure.

			I raised an eyebrow but then remembered I wasn’t supposed to be hearing this.

			Crenfall’s piggish eyes flickered from the painting to Mr. Sullivan and then to Mrs. Northe. He leered at Maggie, and then he laughed nervously. “But Mr. Bentrop has confided to me the highest purchase price. He plans to return early from his trip to Egypt just to procure the portrait.”

			“Bentrop does not have the resources to outbid me and the Metropolitan together.” Mrs. Northe stepped closer. Even from a distance, she towered over Crenfall. “Come now, Mr. Crenfall, I’m not a dullard. You’ve been showing strange favoritism, and that won’t do in my circle. I’ve a wide circle. You don’t want the press, the wealthy patrons who have built this fine temple of art, and indeed the city getting any more involved, do you?”

			Crenfall opened his mouth as if to protest, but Mrs. Northe drove her point further. “Tell Bentrop not to bother coming home from Egypt. He may continue his grave-robbing in peace.”

			The broker was wholly out of his league. Maggie was beaming. Clearly she relished the power and privilege her aunt wielded so effortlessly. Crenfall’s shoulders, tight with worry, fell and he shrugged as if acquiescing defeat when he should have been kissing Mrs. Northe’s feet for the sum she would pay.

			Muttering, he left the room. The sale of the painting evidently wasn’t about money after all. For any of them. And I now knew why. Unnatural happenings were afoot.

			“Well,” Mrs. Northe said brightly, turning to Denbury’s portrait. “My fine chap, you’ve got yourself a new mistress!”

			Maggie sighed again, staring up at him with fawning eyes.

			I’m sure it was my imagination, but there seemed to be a certain relaxing of Denbury’s brow, as if he’d narrowly escaped certain doom. His blue eyes looked relieved, so unlike the disturbing onyx gaze of his ghost. I found myself wanting to reassure him, to speak words of comfort and friendship.

			Where was all this coming from? These two Denburys caused distinct reactions within me. My heart reeled, and I felt sick to my stomach. Were these two different echoes of the man, one his better half, a noble soul with angelic eyes immortalized on canvas, and the other left to wander the earth with darker intent? Had the occult somehow gained what was left of him? The painting remained changed, with that book’s spine and the gilded letters out in plain sight, but there was no further sign of the corporeal form that moved and spoke.

			Mrs. Northe kept eyeing me. Could she tell what I was thinking? Could I possibly tell her what had happened?

			Father came at his appointed time, and both Mr. Sullivan and Mrs. Northe greeted him warmly.

			“Alas, I’ve forced your hand, Mr. Stewart. If I hadn’t intervened, this incredible piece would have fallen into hands as good as thieves’. I’ve signed off on the purchase of the work just now to put a swift end to this circus. But I’ll need the backing of the Metropolitan and its connections to lawyers, creditors, and civil servants of New York, should Crenfall seek to fight me on this.”

			“And why should he do that?”

			“I don’t know that he will. But something about his handling of this sale is highly suspicious. He seemed in quite a hurry to rush the portrait out of England,” Mrs. Northe replied. “Come, let us be off to dinner. Natalie, ride with me.”

			Father trotted along after the three of us, baffled but happy to be invited.

			Once in the privacy of the carriage, Mrs. Northe wasted no time. “I kept you in that room, Natalie, to hear it all. Have you ever met someone you feel, in the instant, you were meant to meet?”

			I nodded.

			“Well, I feel that way about you, Natalie. God brings people into our lives precisely when we need them.”

			All I could do was nod again, suddenly quite pleased to be “needed.” Not only did I feel the same way about her, but the impossible had unveiled itself and I could not deny it. Maggie was compelled by her aunt’s urgency, and I was surprised she didn’t edge herself into the conversation.

			Mrs. Northe continued. “Earlier I mentioned that some persons associated with occult dealings seek powers beyond themselves. By this I mean all matter of spells, witchcraft, and imbuing of objects.”

			“To what end?” I asked. My hands shook as I signed, and I was helpless to control the tremors.

			“Most often, immortality. I fear this painting has, in part, something to do with that very desire.”

			“Immortality!” Maggie exclaimed as if she were about to burst. “You see, this is the stuff I live to hear about!”

			Mrs. Northe ignored her, instead eyeing me.

			My heart leaped as I signed. “You think Denbury might still be alive? Because I…”

			And here I stopped. I was not ready to confess anything. I didn’t want to be shipped to a real asylum.

			Mrs. Northe again eyed me, now with a knowing look that was both comforting and unnerving. She ignored that I’d stopped midstream. “All I know is this portrait cannot fall into the wrong hands. I’ll have Sullivan transport it to my house tonight.” She looked at me apologetically. “Unfortunately, I do believe I’ve given the Metropolitan more than a beautiful painting’s worth of trouble.”

			“I’ll take him off your hands,” Maggie offered eagerly. Mrs. Northe glanced at her with a smirk that showed she wouldn’t consider it for a minute.

			Dinner was finer than we’d perhaps ever eaten, thanks to Mrs. Northe, but I had no appetite. Denbury’s eyes—both sets of them—kept searing into my soul. I kept reliving what his ghost had said. My body was warm, tingling in a way I was not at all proud of, but I was flattered that something related to Denbury thought me pretty, that perhaps something of him had indeed chosen to watch me as I watched him. Beautiful together…

			I wondered what The Girl meant and how I might explain it to Mrs. Northe. Or if I’d even seen what I thought I saw in the first place. Could it possibly have been wishful thinking? Willing the sort of intrigue found only in wild Gothic novels to a mere canvas? Maggie would, in her words, surely die if she found out.

			Mrs. Northe was doing me the honor of trusting my confidence. I know I ought to return the courtesy, even at the risk of sounding like a madwoman. But I am, quite frankly, afraid.

			Later…

			(Watching a bright moon rise in the sky from my bedroom's bay window)

			And here, these diary pages serving as a true friend, I hereby confess what I used to believe, what I rejected, and what I may be forced to believe again in regards to ghost stories.

			I have mentioned the Whisper. My childhood world was painfully quiet, of course, as you can well imagine. I did not make noise, and no one made noise around me. Father and I developed our vaguely comfortable silence long ago.

			He had me educated as if nothing were wrong with me, bringing in tutors and academics. As my hearing and relative temperament seemed fine, I was taught to read and write from an early age, and I received a very fine education for a young girl, though I could not speak of it. I had made noise until the day Mother died. Evidently I had been quite the chatterer.

			Father had just kept waiting for the day I would start back up again. As if nothing had ever happened.

			But because I never did simply chatter away again, Father had sent me off, as there was no use pretending that I might.

			I assumed that, because of this preternatural quiet, my hearing must be hypersensitive, an overcompensation.

			There was often a Whisper at my ear, gentle and subtle. While it was a human voice, I could never decipher words. I heard occasional familiar English syllables and was sure I often heard my name. But if it was a message on the wind, like some paper in a bottle sent to wash ashore, the communication failed because I could determine no meaning. I closed my eyes, straining when I heard her—it was most certainly a her.

			Once I was old enough, I understood that the vague “mother” I faintly recalled no longer existed. Yet it isn’t beyond the pale for a child, like I was, to hope that an inexplicable, disembodied voice at her ear is that of her lost parent.

			A movement would follow the sound, something out of the corner of my eye. A rustle of white like the corner of a lace curtain billowing in a soft breeze. It indulged every fantasy of a ghost without ever producing an actual image of one. I would turn, squint, and strain but never quite grasp hold of it.

			No vision, no message. It was infuriating.

			Devoted to such authors as Wilkie Collins, Edgar Allan Poe, and Charles Dickens, I wished to escape into their worlds where ghosts could be seen and addressed. I wondered what good speaking in this world was if I couldn’t even hear the most important words being said from beyond. What good was speaking when I’d determined none of the world listened to one another, especially not when a woman was speaking. I dreamed that were I to step into Mr. Collins’s or Mr. Dickens’s world, I would be able to speak freely. Then I’d turn and greet the specter that had haunted me ever since I could remember.

			But the pain of adoring a world that I could never touch grew too great for me.

			At thirteen, I rejected it all, with all the vehemence that year of my life produced, and refused to entertain the idea of a ghost story.

			Until Denbury.

			He has brought back that old familiar pull, the pining ache of those dear old stories. He is water on parched lips. I’ve missed the sweet longing for those worlds, the titillating sense of magic that courses down my spine with delicious possibility, and the sense that the veil to another existence is very thin near me…the sense that I am gifted. I’ve missed that thought.

			However, as that feeling returns to me now, it is drastically altered. There is, of course, the excitement of a ghost story. But if the tale proves true, it’s suddenly not as alluring. It is, in fact, terrifying.

			3 a.m.

			I woke from a dream and must recount the details. There was the Whisper. Mother’s whisper, surely. I saw a flicker of white at the corner of my room as I lay in my bed. I struggled to move, to crane my neck to see her, but I was pinned. The Whisper was insistent, that female voice. In the dream, I could understand it. It called my name. I opened my mouth to respond. But even in my dream I couldn’t. How cruel to be denied the faculty of speech even by my own unconscious state!

			“Natalie…” came another voice. One with a British accent. A delectable voice that sent shivers down my spine.

			I turned my head toward that familiar voice. And there in my room was Denbury, striking and compelling Denbury the painting, filling my wall and staring down at me. His blue eyes were wide and searching. “You are the girl…the girl to help me. Please, help me, Natalie…” The lips of his painting did not move, yet I heard him clearly.

			My body was heavy, weighted, but I reached out my hand. My back arched. I did want to help him. I wanted to go to him, to be with him…

			And then he turned. His eyes went glowing black. The lips of his painting moved, and his was the voice of his lascivious shade. “Pretty thing.”

			His image peeled from the canvas, and his body stepped down from his painting, down onto my bed, as if entering through a door. He fell upon me, and a hand like a claw closed over my throat.

			I shot awake with a small choking gurgle. An ugly sound.

			I write this while the moon is again bright. I’m hoping its silver rays can banish the shadows. I rub my throat and still feel the pain. Knowing that a bruise is only in my mind is small comfort.

			• • •

			From the Desk of Mrs. Evelyn Northe

			June 7 (at an hour earlier than anyone should be writing letters)

			Dear Mr. and Miss Stewart,

			Alas, it seems we are now waging a dangerous war. I’m terribly sorry if I’ve escalated the situation improperly, but I’ll set aside blame for the greater issue of safety.

			Last night my house was quite nearly ransacked and my two guards overcome, and I had the opportunity to reassert that I’m a damn good shot with a pistol.

			It would seem burglars wished to take Denbury. I did inform the police, but now I’m beginning to regret it, for they simply do not understand the finer points of the darker forces at work here. However, they will post guards at my home. And perhaps at the Metropolitan, where, my dear Mr. Stewart, I hope you won’t mind keeping Lord Denbury from this point on.

			Keep your eye open for a man with a limp around the painting. In the darkness, I couldn’t make out the identity of the intruders as I fired a shot and they scrambled for the exit. One took a bullet of mine as a souvenir in his thigh.

			Respectfully,

			Mrs. Evelyn Northe
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