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Chapter One
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London, 1922

The day I met Mr. Gellis, I had been walking in the rain.

In the morning, unable to face another day alone in my flat, I wandered through the bustle of Piccadilly, the collar of my thin coat pulled high on my neck. The air was swollen with cottony drizzle that did not quite fall to the ground, and pressed my cheeks and eyelashes. The lights of Piccadilly shone garishly under the lowering clouds; the shouts of the tourists were loud against the grim silence of the businesspeople and the murmurs of strolling couples in the square.

I stayed as long as I could, watching the bob of umbrellas. No one noticed a pale girl, with cropped hair under an inexpensive and unfashionable hat, her hands plunged in her pockets. Eventually, the mist resolved itself into rain and even I turned my reluctant steps home.

Though it was only noon, the sky was near dark when I opened the gate and hurried up the walk to my small and shabby boardinghouse. I climbed the narrow stairs to my room, shivering as the damp penetrated my stockings and numbed my legs. I was fumbling for my key with chilled fingers and thinking of a cup of hot tea when the landlady called up the stairs that there was a telephone call for me.

I turned and descended again. It would be the temporary agency on the line—they were the only ones with my exchange. I had worked for them for nearly a year, and they sent me to one place or another to answer phones or transcribe notes in ill-lit, low-ceilinged offices. Still, the work had dried up in recent weeks, and I was painfully short of funds. How fortunate I was, of course. I would have missed their call had I come home only five minutes later.

In the first-floor hallway, the house’s only telephone sat on a small shelf, the receiver lying unhooked where the landlady had left it. I could already hear the echo of an impatient voice on the other end.

“Sarah Piper?” came a female voice as I raised the receiver to my ear. “Sarah Piper? Are you there?”

“I’m here,” I said. “Please don’t hang up.”

It was the temporary agency, as I had suspected. The girl sounded flustered and impatient as she explained what had come up. “A writer,” she told me. “Writing a book of some sort—needs an assistant. Wants a meeting with someone today. He wants a female.”

I sighed, thinking of fat, sweaty men who liked a succession of young ladies in their employ. Normally I’d be sent to an office to begin work right away, not to a personal meeting. “Is he a regular client?”

“No, he’s new. Wants to meet someone this afternoon.”

I bit my lip as my stomach rolled uneasily. Temporary girls were easy targets for any kind of behavior from a man, and we had nearly no recourse without getting fired. “At his office?”

She huffed her impatience. “At a coffeehouse. He was specific about meeting in a public place. Will you go?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Look.” She had an edge in her voice now. “I have other girls I can call. Are you going or not?”

To meet a man alone in a coffee shop? Yet my rent at the boardinghouse was two weeks past due. “Please,” I said. “This isn’t a matchmaking service.”

“What’s to lose?” she replied. “If you don’t like it, I’ll give it to the next girl.”

I looked out the window, where rain now streaked down. I pictured the girl at the other end of the phone, bored and brassy and fearless. A girl like that wouldn’t think twice. It was girls like me who thought twice—about going back out in our only good set of clothes, about meeting unknown men in unknown places. About everything.

I took a breath. I could go back to my damp little flat, and sit at my window, thinking and drinking endless cups of tea. Or I could go out and meet a stranger in the rain.

“I’ll be there,” I said.

She gave me the coordinates and hung up. I stood for only a moment, listening to the water on the windows and the sound of coarse laughter in one of the first-floor rooms. Then I went back out to the street.
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“I don’t suppose they told you much,” the young man across from me said as he poured his tea. “I told them as little as I could.”

He was nothing like I had pictured: young, perhaps twenty-five, the same age as I. His dark blond hair was not slicked down as was the fashion, but worn longish and windblown, as if he combed it in the morning and forgot about it. Quick intelligence gleamed in his gray eyes, the wry set of his face, and the eloquent movement of his hands. The coffeehouse he had brought me to was in Soho, and the bohemian atmosphere of it matched his style—an olive green coat of soft well-worn wool over a white shirt unbuttoned at the throat. He blended perfectly in a place like this, with its offbeat paintings and thin, sullen waitresses.

It was I who was out of place here. I never came to Soho; its reputation was too wild, too artistic for me. But as I sipped coffee that made my mouth burn with flavor and watched Mr. Gellis’ fascinating smile, I ceased to care. I wrapped my cold hands around the cup, curled my sodden toes in their cheap shoes, and managed to smile back.

“Not much,” I agreed. “They said you are a writer.”

He laughed. “I hope you didn’t get too excited. I don’t write lurid books or anything of that sort. Just dry academic books.”

“I don’t read lurid books.”

“You won’t be disappointed, then.” He dropped a lump of sugar in his cup. “A lady who doesn’t read lurid books is promising. I asked for someone intelligent.”

I blinked. The agency thought me intelligent? I doubted it; likely I had been chosen because I was currently available. Still, the compliment warmed. I took off my hat and quickly ran my fingers through my earlobe-length hair, which was curling a little in the damp. “Do you require a secretary? I can transcribe.”

He leaned back in his chair. “There may be some of that.” He tapped his fingers on the tabletop and looked out the window, as if thinking. I watched his clean, debonair profile with the beginnings of warm pleasure. His presence was so comfortable, so easy, I was suddenly glad I had come.

Mr. Gellis tapped his fingertips on the tabletop again and turned to me. He seemed always in motion, as if his thoughts could not sit still. “I confess I’m not entirely sure how to approach this. What I need done may seem rather strange.”

Some of my happiness drained away. “Strange?”

“I met you in public for a reason,” he went on. “I specifically need a female, and I did not want you to feel uneasy, presented with something that might frighten you.”

I was cold now. “I beg your pardon?”

He reddened. “I’m terribly sorry. That came out wrong. I don’t get out much socially, you know.” He sighed. “I’ll let my notes do the explaining.”

He pulled a large notebook from the leather satchel slung over the back of his chair and slid it across the table to me. The notebook was well used and full; I could see corners turned down, the edges of glued-in clippings, extra pages folded and stuffed between leaves.

I opened it to the first page, which contained a newspaper clipping about a haunted house in Newcombe. In the margin next to the clipping was a neat set of handwritten notes. I turned to the second page and found more notes, in a careful hand that was squared and bold and masculine.

I read the notes for a long moment; then I looked up. “This is—”

“Yes.”

“An eyewitness account of a ghost.”

“Yes.”

I felt his gaze on me as I flipped through more pages. It was a notebook of hauntings, one after another. “So—you research ghosts?”

“I document them.” He rubbed a hand through his hair. “Well, what do you know? I’m so used to it I don’t really think of it anymore. But it sounds strange said out loud, doesn’t it?” He dug into his bag again and handed me something else—a book. I took the slender volume and read the title.

Accounts of Haunted Properties in the North of England, by Alistair Gellis. I looked up at Mr. Gellis, who was staring modestly down and stirring his tea with a spoon. “You said you write dry academic books,” I accused.

“I certainly try to.” He shrugged. “I travel to haunted places and test the veracity of the claims. I use technology to document them, or debunk them, as the situation calls for. Then I compile all of my conclusions into books filled with citations and footnotes. As dry as I can make it, really.”

It was all too wild for me to take in. “You believe in this?” I said without thinking.

He frowned, and I wished I could swallow my words. Of course he believed in ghosts, or he would not write about them. “It isn’t a matter of believing, really,” he said. “I believe what I see.”

“But surely some of these are hoaxes?”

The corner of his mouth curled. “Yes, some of them are hoaxes. Many of them, in fact. The hoaxes go in the books, too. But some of them…” He paused, then shrugged again. “What can I say? Some of them simply are not.”

I put the book down on the table. This was surely the strangest assignment any temporary girl had ever been given. I did not know what to make of it. Mr. Gellis seemed young, intellectual, and even eccentric: the type of person who could fall prey to charlatans, I thought. It had not escaped my notice that his clothes, for all their casual elegance, were more quietly expensive than those of anyone else in the room. Likely he attracted liars like magnets.

“You think I’m mad.” When I looked up, he was smiling, amused and a little rueful. “You can say it. You think I’m barmy. Most women do.”

“No,” I protested. “No.”

“A liar, then.”

I was shocked. “No! Of course not.”

“Very well, then. You simply don’t believe in ghosts.”

“I don’t—” I shook my head. “I don’t know. I’ve never thought of it. I don’t know what I believe.” I took a breath, traced a finger along the edge of the small book in front of me, trying to put into words what concerned me. “I don’t have an opinion about ghosts. It’s people I don’t believe in, I suppose.”

“What a very unusual girl you are,” he said.

I looked up, surprised. Mr. Gellis sipped his tea, his eyes watching me calmly over the rim of the cup. I talked through my confusion. “So—the, ah, job. I am guessing you need someone to organize your notes?”

“Yes, yes.” He put down his cup and sat forward. “I have an assistant. He takes my notes for me and keeps everything organized. That is his notebook there.”

He gestured to the fat notebook on the table between us, and I pictured a serious and bespectacled man, meticulously keeping all of Mr. Gellis’ clippings in order and writing notes with that neat, sure hand.

“His name is Matthew Ryder,” Mr. Gellis went on. “But he is away this week, visiting his sister who is having a baby. Normally I would not need a replacement, but I find that this week I do.”

I nodded. Taking notes, organizing clippings—it was easy enough. “Certainly I’ll help you,” I said.

He held up a finger. “Ah—I haven’t finished. Don’t agree just yet. You said you have no opinion on the existence of ghosts.”

“I’ve certainly never seen one,” I conceded.

His smile was like sun breaking through the clouds. “How lucky for you, then. Because you’re going to see one this week. For me.”


Chapter Two
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There was sharp laughter at the next table, but I barely registered it as I stared at Mr. Gellis. “You wish for me to witness a ghost?”

“I hope so,” he replied, as if we were discussing everyday business. “If the lead I have is authentic. I’ve done this long enough to believe it is.”

A hard, cold lump formed deep in my stomach. A waitress came by, and Mr. Gellis took another cup of tea. When she turned to me, I shook my head, embarrassed, as there had been no discussion of who was paying and I did not have enough money for a second cup of coffee. “I don’t understand,” I said when she had left.

“Then let me explain.” Mr. Gellis rubbed his hands together and a glint of excitement came into his eyes. “I assume you are not familiar with the famous ghosts of England?”

I shook my head.

“Of course not. As you see here, I’ve documented many of them. There are a lot of ghosts in England, but there are a few of us writing books like mine, and we tend to cover the same ground. It’s inevitable. The challenge is to find something new—an entirely unseen haunting that has never been written about before. And just this week, I’ve finally found one.” He gulped his tea, swallowing nearly half the cup’s hot contents, and I realized he was truly excited. “Just a few days ago a vicar contacted me. He had been living in a tiny town called Waringstoke, where a local family asked him to attempt an exorcism. This was several months ago. The exorcism failed spectacularly—not only did the ghost not leave, but according to this vicar, she physically attacked him. A physical attack, Miss Piper! It is entirely extraordinary.”

It was the first time he had said my name, and I dropped my gaze to the table, embarrassed that I had noticed. “What kind of physical attack?”

“Throwing things, mostly. Heavy things. He told me he felt the disturbance almost immediately; he described it as a feeling of rage. He said he’s never felt anything like it before, and hopefully never again.”

“And why did he contact you?”

“Why, I offer money for tips, of course.”

I looked up again. Mr. Gellis waved a dismissive hand, and I knew he was one of those people born to money, so effortlessly gifted with it that it meant nothing to him. “That is neither here nor there. He was so rattled by the experience that he got a new living and moved away. He still has nightmares. I’ve met many liars in my life, and I don’t believe he is one of them. I immediately wrote the family living in the house and asked their permission to come. They agreed, but on two conditions.”

“And what are those?”

“First, that we do what we can to make contact with the spirit and get her to leave. I’m no priest, but I’ve been asked for this type of thing before, and I can promise to try. And second—” He leaned toward me, and I could see the dark lashes around his eyes, the clean-shaven texture of his jaw. “Apparently the family believes, in hindsight, that allowing the vicar to come was a mistake. Because they now believe their ghost dislikes men. And so they will only allow a woman to see her.”

As I stared at him, my jaw slightly fallen, he finished the last of his tea and looked out the window. “The rain has stopped. Perhaps we can take a walk, and I will explain the rest.”
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The rain had indeed stopped, though the streets were grimy and dull as we wound our way along Berwick Street. It was near suppertime, and the faces that passed us looked drawn and hurried, bleached by the rain. Mr. Gellis had paid the bill at the coffeehouse, tossing the coins on the table without counting them. Now he shoved his hands in the pockets of his coat and resumed his story.

“The ghost in Waringstoke is female,” he explained. “She was, apparently, a servant girl who worked for the family. She hanged herself in the barn at the age of nineteen.”

“How sad.”

“Yes. According to the vicar she was a strange girl, somewhat off in the head. She rarely left the house. Mrs. Clare—that is the lady of the house—told me the girl was afraid of men, and found their presence upsetting. She had not thought the girl’s ghost would take the same exception—who would be able to predict such a thing? In any case, she will not agree to another man in the barn, where the haunting is based. She is most adamant on this point. And if I want to document this ghost before anyone else does, I have to agree.”

“This is completely strange to me,” I said. “But perhaps you deal with this kind of situation all the time.”

“Not at all. It’s downright crazy. Mrs. Clare could be lying, or as off her head as her maid supposedly was. But the haunting is on private property, and I have to see it. What can one do?”

I bit my lip. “And so I come in.”

“I suppose it’s daunting.”

“What if—” It felt strange even saying the words aloud, as if concern over a ghost were an everyday event. “What if she attacks me the way she did the vicar? What if I’m in danger?”

He frowned and ran a hand through his hair. “Well, I suppose I don’t really have an answer for that. Are you afraid she’ll throw things at you?”

“I don’t know. It sounds silly to be afraid of having a few things thrown at me. What if she truly intends to hurt me?”

“It’s unlikely you’ll be in any real danger.” He was looking down as we walked, thinking. “It sounds like what the vicar experienced was closer to a temper tantrum than a true attack. I’ve seen poltergeists behave that way. It’s more like an expulsion of energy than true malice.” He shrugged, the movement rolling in time with his easy gait, and glanced at me. “I suppose I can’t guarantee anything, though. This is the paranormal, after all. You will have to be prepared to take the risk.”

We wound our way into a small square lined with trees. I noticed he had a slight favor to his left leg as he walked. We were only four years from the end of the Great War, and Mr. Gellis was in his twenties. For all of my adult life I had lived in a world of men with injuries; only old men and boys were unscarred in the London of those days. It seemed that being a rich, charming eccentric had not excluded Mr. Gellis from seeing battle like everyone else. I let this settle in, let it alter my opinion of him. I did not ask him, of course—one simply did not. But as the corner of his mouth turned down and his face set with creeping pain, Mr. Gellis did not seem like a gentle eccentric at all.

I stopped walking, and he followed suit. I stood where I was for a long time, my hands in the pockets of my thin raincoat, feeling waves of chills come over me, rippling from the crown of my head to the pit of my stomach. We had all gone through so much death in our lives. This was a real girl, a real suicide, and—possibly—a real ghost he was asking me to see.

“I don’t think I can do it,” I said.

He turned to face me. “Miss Piper,” he said softly. “Do not be afraid.”

“If it isn’t a hoax, if it’s true, you are asking me to—to see a dead thing.” Even to my own ears, my voice quavered.

He looked away from me and up to the sky. We were surrounded by small and undoubtedly expensive town houses, their walks behind low black iron fences. The noise of the city receded here. Overhead, the clouds refused to disperse; they hung like a low, dark ceiling, swirling in the sky. The trees rustled wetly in the breeze. Somewhere, a lone bird gave a cry and was quiet.

“I have seen many ghosts,” Mr. Gellis said finally. “It is so hard to explain. We’re frightened of them, but most of them are simply—lost.”

I stared blankly at the houses. My father and mother came unbidden into my mind. I was sick to my stomach, humiliated to find myself near tears. It seemed I suddenly couldn’t control my emotions. “The dead should stay dead,” I said. I pushed my parents away. “Death is not a lark, or a hobby.”

“Miss Piper.” His voice was warm, resonant. “Look at me.”

I raised my gaze to his. He was standing squarely before me, his hands in his pockets, the wet wind gently ruffling his hair. The humor from the coffeehouse had long gone and his face was still grim. “Do you think I do not know what death is?”

I thought of his limp, and was ashamed.

“I will be there,” he went on. “You won’t be alone. We will work as a team. I know we have not met before today, but you are the right person for this. I know you are. You know you are.”

I could have wept. I could not remember the last time anyone had spoken to me with care, or kindness. I had walked the streets of this city, unseen and unnoticed. I had flitted in and out of jobs for a week at a time. I had no friends, no relatives, no men to notice me. I should say no; it was dangerous. And yet, now that I’d met him, the thought of going back to my flat, living my life, was intolerable. I wanted to be where he was.

I blinked back my tears and took a breath. I would have to take the risk, as he said. I could do it.

“When do I start?” I asked.


Chapter Three
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Three days later, we began the drive to Waringstoke. The June weather had turned clear and crisp, with a breath of warmth in the air. Sunlight glinted off the windows of London’s buildings and the chrome of the motorcars in the streets. In my tiny room, the sun penetrated only far enough to highlight the dusty streaks on the windows and the mildew darkening behind the wallpaper of my kitchen.

I packed most of my clothes in a small valise, leaving behind only my shabbiest items, whose seams could not be mended yet again and whose stains would not come out. I wore my best skirt, carefully brushed the evening before, and the newest blouse I owned. I could not help the condition of my coat, but Mr. Gellis had already seen it. It would have to do, as it was my only one.

Mr. Gellis estimated we would be gone a week; he said I did not need to bring anything but my belongings, but I felt the need to spend a few of my remaining coins on a crisp notebook and a new pen. I felt more of an assistant if I was prepared to actually work. I put the notebook and pen in my handbag, on top of my other items, and I felt better, like a professional woman on her way to a job.

I took a last look around my flat before I closed the door behind me. There were the gummy tiles on the floor, the sagging sofa—and, beyond, the tiny bed, made neatly with its threadbare and mismatched sheets. I had spent many hours alone here, looking out the window and pretending to read a book, or simply sleeping. I was tempted to feel excitement now, as if I would come back a different person—a new person. Perhaps, my excitement whispered, I would not be back at all. But of course, it was foolishness. I would be back in a week, looking out the window at the world as I always had.

Mr. Gellis owned his own motorcar. I had thought we would take a train; I had almost never sat in a motorcar in my life, and certainly I had never seen one as fine as his. I hardly dared to touch the clean, soft leather upholstery in the passenger seat. There were no streaks on the windows here. I could see London as it disappeared before my eyes, as the road slid smoothly away from us. I dropped my gaze to the frayed cuff of my coat where my hands clenched in my lap and thought I must look pinched and shabby.

After our initial greeting, Mr. Gellis drove in silence, the sun catching highlights in his hair. He did not look at me for a long time; finally, he said, “Don’t worry about it.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“The motorcar,” he said. “My father died in ’sixteen. I came home to quite a bit of money, as it turned out. No one expected it less than I.”

Came home from the war, of course. I didn’t know what to say, so I looked out the window.

“My books do sell a few copies, but I couldn’t make a living if I had to.” He seemed in the mood to talk, with little input from me. “My father was in banking. I never had the urge to go into it myself, so I’ve no idea how he made so much money, I’m afraid. Still, I’m lucky. I’m not sure how well I would have done, trying to find an occupation.” He flashed me a smile. “The only thing I’ve ever been truly interested in is ghosts.”

“Why is that?” I turned back to him.

“Why ghosts, you mean?”

I shrugged. “I wonder how you came to be interested in something so morbid.”

He was looking at the road ahead. He was quiet for a long moment, and I began to think he wouldn’t answer. “Well, then,” he said at last. “It started with an experience. These obsessions often do.” He lifted one hand from the wheel, ran it through his hair, and replaced it. “I was sixteen. Away at boarding school. I was spending Christmas holidays with a friend of mine, named Frederick Wheeler.” He shook his head. “Old Freddy—I wonder what happened to him. We were good friends at the time, the way boys are. He was a good chap. Had a lick of blond hair that came straight down over one eye, no matter how he slicked it—it drove him crazy. We wanted to keep our hair long, of course, because we thought it would attract girls.”

He cut a glance at me and must have seen something in my face, because he gave me a warm, genuine smile. “Don’t worry; this story doesn’t end badly for Freddy, or me. Our unhappy ending was not having any girls notice us.”

I felt myself smiling. “A fate worse than death.”

“Truly.” He had turned back to the road now. “I had been there a few days, knocking around the big drafty old house with Freddy and his parents. There wasn’t much to do, but we managed to entertain ourselves. Skating on the pond, climbing the roof of the old folly, eating everything in sight—those kinds of things, you know. Well, one night something woke me—I was never sure what, but I had been dreaming about footsteps, stealthy shuffling ones, and I thought, as I was lying there, maybe I had really heard them. I thought perhaps Freddy was awake. So I got up and went down the hall, to Freddy’s room.”

He glanced at me again, perhaps to see if I was still listening. As if I could do anything but hang on every word of this story.

“Freddy’s door was ajar,” he continued, turning back to the road again. “I peeked in, thinking maybe he was asleep after all. And he was. He was asleep in his bed, and there was something standing at his bedside, staring down at him.”

A small gasp escaped me. “No.”

“Oh, yes. It was a figure—a person, I thought, but indistinct. It was standing there, motionless, and the head was tilted down. It was certainly facing him, and staring down at him.”

“What did you do?”

“I stood there for a long time, frozen in my tracks. I couldn’t breathe, I tell you—I was so startled. The thing wasn’t moving; it didn’t seem like it had seen me, or perhaps it didn’t care. All it cared about was Freddy. It just stared at him, its hands at its sides. I could see its legs, so I thought it was male, unless it was a female wearing trousers.

“I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to run more than anything, but what if the thing meant Freddy harm? Should I wake Freddy, tell him to run? Chase it away myself somehow? I was paralyzed with sheer cowardice. As I stood there—it must have been only seconds, though it didn’t feel like it—the thing turned away and disappeared. It never looked at me, and I never saw its face. It just turned and was gone. I made my legs move and nearly stumbled back to my room.

“I lay awake the rest of the night, staring at the ceiling, sweating, jumping at every sound. It was years and years until dawn. By then I was half-convinced that the figure would come back, that I’d left Freddy to a horrible fate and we’d find him dead in his bed. But he came down to breakfast, well rested and right as rain.”

“Did you tell him of your experience?”

“I couldn’t. I was too ashamed. I was sure they’d think me delusional. No one seemed in the least perturbed. It started snowing that day, an awful wet-rain snow, and we had to stay inside. We banged around the house, and in one of the corridors I’d never seen before, I found a painting. It was a portrait of a young man, with floppy blond hair like Freddy’s and a serious look on his face. Freddy said it was his older brother, who had died when he fell from the loft in the barn at the age of seventeen, three years before.

“Something about it reminded me of the figure, though I couldn’t say what. And suddenly, I realized two things. First, I had seen Freddy’s dead brother, watching over Freddy while he slept. And second, I wanted to know more. Where the ghost had come from, where it had gone, why it was here. What it could tell me. I was still terrified, but I was fascinated, too.

“That was the start of it. Not right away, of course. I finished school, though I snuck all the books I could find about ghosts. Then I went to France.” He shrugged one eloquent shoulder as the corner of his mouth turned down. “I guess anyone would think I’d had enough of death over there. But what I do is different. It’s difficult to explain. Besides, I didn’t know what to do with myself after I came home. This is the only thing I want to do.” He glanced at me again. “Well, now you know all about me, I suppose.”

“Yes,” I said.

“And what do you think?”

I bit my lip.

He turned back to the road, but he was smiling now. “Come, now, you can say it.”

“It’s just—” I shifted in my seat. “I can’t help but wonder—you said you’d never seen the portrait before. But you’d been in the house for a week. What if you had seen it, and didn’t remember? What if it was in your mind, the night you went to Freddy’s room?”

“Ah, now.” He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “I hadn’t, but I can pretend along with you. Let’s say I had. I didn’t know who it was. That much was certain. Why would I see him in Freddy’s room?”

“Easily. You said it looked like Freddy. It would be simple to assume the portrait was a family member. And if it were modern, that would be another clue. And you admit you never saw the apparition’s face.”

“So my unconscious mind manufactured the entire thing?”

I suddenly realized what I was saying, and pressed my hand to my mouth. What had gotten into me? This was the first job I’d had in weeks, and Mr. Gellis was nothing but kind. How could I let my tongue run away and insult his experience? He could fire me on the spot and turn the car around anytime he wanted. “I’m sorry. I truly am. I am truly thoughtless. I know nothing about it, of course.”

But he laughed. “It’s perfectly all right. You’re doing just fine, Miss Piper. I find it useful to have someone challenge the appearance of things, especially on a sighting expedition. I’m used to Matthew filling the role.”

I recalled the assistant I was replacing, the man with the neat handwriting. “So he is a skeptic, then?”

Mr. Gellis laughed again. “I’m not sure exactly what Matthew is, but if I figure it out, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

I didn’t know what to make of that, so I said, “Still, I should hold my tongue.”

“Your point is taken,” said Mr. Gellis. “But, Miss Piper, I must insist. I know what I saw. I simply know. If you ever see an apparition, a true one, you will know what I mean.”
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We stopped at a pub in a small village at midday, where Mr. Gellis purchased us sandwiches and bottles of milk. We ate quickly, as we needed to get back on the road, Mr. Gellis said, to make Waringstoke by evening.

As we ate, I thought about what he had said, that pursuing ghosts was the only thing he wanted to do. He had the freedom to do anything he liked. If I could idly pursue anything I wished, what would it be? I couldn’t think of anything.

“You seem pensive,” he said as we finished. “Are you regretting our agreement?”

“No. I’m sorry,” I said, standing and brushing the crumbs from my skirt. How selfish of me, to sit moping. “I’m not much used to company.”

“Neither am I.” He smiled at me. In fact he was so much more at ease than I that he could have been lying; but I sensed an awkwardness in him, deep beneath the surface, and I knew he told the truth. “Female company, especially. Men tend to lose their polish when they know only other men for company.”

“You are doing perfectly,” I said with truth, as we walked back to the motorcar. “It is I who need to remember my manners. Tell me, does Mr. Ryder share your passion for ghosts?”

“No one quite shares my passion for ghosts, Miss Piper.” He handed me into the car and closed the door. He came around to the driver’s seat and got in. “But Matthew is a valuable assistant. It isn’t just the notebooks; he usually handles the logistics of trips like these. I’m hopeless with maps. He handles the technical equipment as well.”

I sat up straighter. “Technical equipment?”

“The camera. The film. We try to document each manifestation, though photographing a ghost is nearly impossible. Did you know that?”

“I can imagine, I suppose.”

“Still, we try. Matthew is good with a camera. He also runs the sound recorder.”

I stared at him. “Sound recorder?” I had never seen such a thing; I would have no idea how to use it. I felt the chill of true alarm. As it was, I would bumble the camera badly enough.

Mr. Gellis smiled. “It’s a massive contraption—cost me an arm and a leg. I had it specially made. I’ve no idea how it works, really. Matthew knows. He took it apart and put it back together again the first day I got it. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so excited.”

“Mr. Gellis, I really—I don’t—”

“Please, don’t worry.” He took one hand from the wheel and waved it at me. “I’ve no expectation that you would know how to work it. Matthew taught me enough that I can make it function, at least rudimentarily for this one assignment. I can show you how to turn it on and off—since you will be the one trying to record the Falmouth House ghost, not me. Though the equipment hasn’t mattered very much so far.” He sighed. “As much as I would like to record an actual haunting, we have never yet succeeded. All I’ve ever recorded on that thing is static, the sound of wind, and my own voice.”

“Perhaps this will be the time,” I said.

He laughed at that. “Don’t let Matthew hear you say so. He did not want to miss this assignment at all—if you record a haunting your first week on the job, he may have to strangle you.”

“Have you known Mr. Ryder long?” I asked.

He cut me a look. “You are asking a lot of questions about him, you know.”

I smiled and shook my head. “It’s just that different pictures are going through my head. A young man, or an old man? Fat or skinny?”

“He is my age—nearly two years younger. Neither fat nor skinny, I suppose. And yes, he is very interested in ghosts. Though I think perhaps for different reasons than I.”

I had no time to ask him to explain this, as he began to tell me some of his experiences in hunting ghosts. He was an excellent storyteller; he had a talent for building his tale, giving just enough detail and leaving just enough suspense to keep his audience interested. I leaned back in my seat and listened, thinking that I must ask him, sometime, if he had copies of his books for me to read. He was probably a skilled writer.

The stories themselves were terribly sad. A child killed in a carriage accident; a young man disappeared in the marshes, whose body was never found; an old woman, haunting her last residence, enacting the same simple tasks she had performed when alive, over and over, as if unaware she was dead. Most ghost stories, it seemed as I listened, were tales not only of death but also of unfathomable misery and despair. Happy people did not leave ghosts; or perhaps they left quiet ghosts, who sat in their favorite corners or wandered the banks of their favorite streams, never bothering the living. It was deeply strange to listen to such chilling tales of hopelessness and pain as I sat in my comfortable passenger seat, watching the perfect English day begin to recede into a warm, glowing English sunset.

“Are you never frightened?” I asked him, as the sun sank below the horizon and dusk began to envelop us.

“No,” he said, his expression honest. “Ghosts, Miss Piper, are frightening at first—they are, after all, our dead. But ghosts are helpless. They can touch physical things—slam doors, break crockery, turn taps on and off. There was even a ghost I visited who pulled the bedcovers from the beds during the night, while the living were sleeping—as terrifying an experience as you can imagine. But they are trapped, performing the same acts over and over, unable to think or communicate. Do they have true awareness? Did Freddy’s brother choose to be there, or was his spirit ruled by base, inescapable compulsion? Are they imprints left behind of those who have gone—like a shadow, or an echo? The answer to that question is what has driven me for five years. If a ghost exists that possesses awareness, I want to meet it.”

“And you think you will meet such a thing at Falmouth House,” I said.

He smiled. “I hope, Miss Piper—I always hope. But I do not make conclusions until I see the proof. And speak of the devil—we are approaching Waringstoke even now.”
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I could see very little of Waringstoke through the twilight: a few small houses, a church and churchyard. The road we traveled now was rutted and narrow. I saw no evidence of other motorcars, or any other type of vehicle. The few houses were old, set well back from the main road on winding drives; they were small, wood and stone, well maintained, with warm yellow light in the windows. We were in a very old part of England, though not a rich one. It was a great contrast to London, with its metal and glass. Beyond the small village I could see rolling fields, green hills, and dense woods.

At length Mr. Gellis stopped the car. He came around and opened my door for me. I stepped out, stifling a groan as my legs cramped from the long drive. I stood in the sudden fall of silence and looked about me.

We were in the courtyard of a small inn; I could see a swan on the sign over the door, though I could not read the scripted writing in the dark. The inn stood two stories, one lumped atop the other, with sloping gables and mullioned windows from which dim light winked. I felt gravel through the thin soles of my shoes. The silence was absolute; not a sound could be heard but the faint rush of a breeze in the treetops and the faraway cry of a bird. After the noise of London, then the rumble of the motorcar all day, my ears were ringing, and as the darkening gloom settled over the landscape and the wind hushed through the far-off trees, it seemed eerie to me, as if the world had ended and all humanity had disappeared.

I turned to see Mr. Gellis looking at me. There was an expression of good humor on his face, mixed with a keen observance that I was learning to find familiar. “Lovely spot, isn’t it?” he said.

The wind touched my hair, and I pushed a few stray locks from my forehead. “I don’t know. I’ve never been in the country.”

His eyebrows went up. “Never?”

I shook my head. “I was raised in Brixton. I live in the city now.”

“A city girl,” he said, opening the boot of the motorcar and removing our bags. “Never to the seaside on holiday? Never to a cousin’s house on school break?”

I shook my head again.

“Well, then, I suppose this will be good for you.” He closed the boot, and I paid silent tribute to his tact in not mentioning my lack of family and friends. “Fresh air, and all that. What is it they say? It will put some color in your cheeks?”

“Mr. Gellis.” A man came toward us from the inn, tugging on an overcoat and a gray cloth cap.

“Yes,” said Mr. Gellis. “You must be Mr. Ahearn.”

The man nodded, but did not smile. “Yes, sir. You may leave the bags there. I have a boy who will bring them upstairs for you.”

Inside, we passed the wide entrance to the taproom, which was beginning to fill. I caught a glimpse of low, dark wooden beams on the ceiling, heard a few chortles of male laughter and the clink of a glass. But I had no desire to go farther, and at a nod from Mr. Gellis I followed a maid up the stairs and to a small room, where my bags had been laid, and I could at last rest and freshen myself.

There was not much I could do. My blouse was hopelessly wrinkled, as was my skirt. My stockings needed rinsing, but I was not ready for bed just yet. I went to the small basin and splashed water on my face. In the cloudy mirror I did my best. I had my dark hair cut in a bob, as was the fashion of the time; and though, like most girls, I wished I could put my hair in pretty curls, styled close to my head, the way the movie stars did, I could not afford the style, the marcel iron, or the tins of gloss and packets of pins needed to maintain it. I also, in my low state of mind lately, could not bring myself to spend an hour a day on my hair, no matter how stylish I wished to look.

And so I had a simple bob, cropped below my earlobes. My hair was a chocolate brown color, nondescript, I thought, and it sat straight without much fuss, except when the breeze blew it into my eyes. On such occasions it was just long enough that I could tuck wayward strands behind my ears, if the wind was not too strong.

I combed a little water through my hair, trying to make it look fresh again. I had but a few cosmetics, dearly bought and sparsely used, so I did not use any now. My face would simply have to be good enough.

I was tired, and I briefly considered staying in my tiny room; but, looking around its sparse furniture, lit dimly by one shaky electric light in the corner, I changed my mind. The exhaustion in me fought with another emotion, a thrill of excitement that was unfamiliar to me. I wanted to know what came next. I needed direction from Mr. Gellis, anyway, as to what he would expect of me in the morning.

He was in the taproom. He had not, like me, gone to his room, and he was sipping a beer, making quiet notes in a notebook, his golden brown head bent to his work.

He smiled up at me when he saw me, a smile that was so easy and handsome it made my heart flutter in my chest. “There you are,” he said. “Fresh as a daisy. Have a seat, and order some supper. We need to go over some details for tomorrow.”

I sat. I had to admit I was very hungry, but pride still held me back. “This doesn’t seem right, your paying for all of my meals. Shouldn’t you insist I pay for myself?”

He lifted a brow. “Of course not. You are here on my assignment, as my employee. You’re my responsibility. Besides, what kind of a gentleman lets a lady pay for her own supper?”

“I am a modern girl, you know.” I felt myself smile. I could not quite believe he was flirting with me. Even less could I believe I was flirting back.

“So I’ve noticed.” He smiled again. “You may be entirely too modern for Waringstoke. Everyone in the room has noticed you. I believe they expect you to begin smoking cigarettes and dancing on the tables at any moment.”

I, too, had seen the glances from all the others in the taproom—the innkeeper, Mr. Ahearn, darting looks at us as he bustled about his business; the barkeep bending his head to whisper with his patrons as they talked in low voices; the glances from the men at tables in all corners of the room. But the tension had already been present when I entered, so it was foolish to think any of it was caused by me. “It isn’t me they are looking at. It’s you.”

He leaned closer to me and spoke confidentially. “You must get used to it here. We’re far from London, you know. This is a small community. Everyone knows everyone, and most know everyone’s parents and grandparents as well. I’ve found that outsiders are not well received in most of the villages and towns I’ve been to in my line of work.”

“I noticed the innkeeper was not particularly welcoming.”

“Ah, you’re perceptive, then. I did try to put a few questions to him while you were upstairs. I believe there’s a statue of Wellington in my garden at home that is more forthcoming.”

We were nearly whispering. I was listening closely, leaning forward. I caught sight of an aged man in a dark blue coat from the corner of my eye. He sat on a stool at the bar, tankard of beer in hand, and looked at me with an unmistakable expression of knowing disapproval. As I glanced at him, he met my gaze squarely and did not look away. I realized how it looked—Mr. Gellis and I, sitting intimately at our table, leaning toward each other. To any onlooker, we looked exactly like lovers. I reddened slightly and the man in the blue coat changed his expression to a sort of small, petty triumph. I looked away.

Mr. Gellis leaned back in his chair and signaled to someone behind me. A waiter—the bar’s only one—approached and Mr. Gellis ordered my supper for me along with his own, with hardly a look in my direction. Beef, potatoes, stewed vegetables. As the waiter disappeared, Mr. Gellis looked at me a little apologetically.

“I realize we just agreed that you’re modern,” he said, “but it doesn’t hurt to appear a little old-fashioned here.”

As my surprise faded, I supposed I could see his point. Ordering my meal for me had been a display, meant for everyone but him and me. Still, I had been living by myself for some time and I wasn’t used to having a man do anything for me. “I understand—but if you’re going to make it a habit, I’ll have to protest.”

He smiled at me, easy again. “Clever girl. Now, let’s go over our plans for tomorrow.”

We spent the next hour or so talking of what would happen the next day. My supper arrived, and though it was the largest portion of food I had ever seen, I found I was hungry enough to make respectable work of it, causing Mr. Gellis to tease me about the effects of “fresh country air.” He even persuaded me to have a small glass of beer. Our plans were relatively simple: Mr. Gellis had already sent a message to Falmouth House, and received a reply that we were expected tomorrow morning. We would interview Mrs. Clare and the old housekeeper about their deceased servant, Maddy. And then, if all went well, I would take the camera and recording equipment, go to the haunted barn, and see if Maddy would show herself.

The prospect was so strange, so unlike any job I had ever thought to have, that I could hardly fathom it. The excitement I had felt on leaving my flat possessed me again, mixed with not a little fear. At some moments it seemed as if ghost viewing would be like a scary parlor game, creating a chill but still merely amusing. At other times I remembered that I would be in the presence, supposedly, of someone from beyond the grave.

And in the back of my mind, worry scrabbled. What if I saw nothing? What if there was nothing to see? I’d be sent home, and this all would be over. Could I really be hoping to see a ghost?

Mr. Gellis and I made a continued stir by sitting so long at our table. I should be embarrassed; everyone, by now, must assume we were a couple. And yet I could not feel as I was supposed to. I had to admit a shallow trickle of selfish pride, that anyone would think a man as handsome and obviously blessed as Mr. Gellis would choose me for a partner. So what if he had found me at random through a temporary agency? So what if he thought of me as nothing but a simple employee? No one in the room knew that, at least not yet. And besides, did stranger things not happen every day? Was it such a complete impossibility, given how closely we were to work together? I was unattached, and Mr. Gellis wore no ring, and mentioned no wife. But this was getting ahead of myself. I made myself put such thoughts away.

But later, as I climbed the steps to my room, exhausted, I admit that for the first time in years—perhaps since my parents had died—I abandoned good sense and let silly, girlish fantasies take full rein in my mind. He seemed to like me, and we would be alone together very much, after all. When I look back on it, it is amazing that such silly, frivolous ideas were foremost in my thoughts. I wasn’t a normal girl, but I was a girl, after all; and I would spin pretty romantic stories, for the last time, unaware of the hell that was about to descend upon me.
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