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Chapter One






It all started with my aunt Viola’s Ouija
Board. It was an old one, and sort of shabby. I guess Mrs. Kincaid
had been using it ever since she bought it in ‘03 when they first
came out, but she claimed it still worked.

Whether it worked or not, Mrs. Kincaid gave
it to Aunt Vi after her own custom-made one with a large emerald in
the center arrived from overseas. Mrs. Kincaid claimed it had been
made by a Gypsy woman in Rumania but I had my doubts then, and I
have my doubts now. After all, Mrs. Kincaid was rich, and we all
know how gullible some rich people are. I suppose I should amend
that to read that I know how gullible some
rich people are. Lord knows, I’ve had plenty of experience in
gulling them.

On the other hand, my aunt Viola Gumm, like
the rest of my Gumm kin, wasn’t at all gullible. Or rich. In fact,
Aunt Vi worked as a cook at Mrs. Kincaid’s mansion on Orange Grove
Boulevard in Pasadena, which is how she came to be involved with
the Ouija Board to begin with.

Aunt Vi claimed to be a little scared of the
thing, but I think she was only teasing. Everybody knew Ouija
Boards were just pieces of wood some smart guy painted and patented
to swindle people with money out of it—money, that is to say. You
didn’t have to look any farther than Mrs. Kincaid if you doubted
it.

So that’s what started it. What kept it going
was Aunt Vi taking the thing out on Christmas Eve to show the
relations. Everybody laughed at it, but nobody wanted to touch it.
I thought that was strange, since if Ouija Boards weren’t truly
conduits to a Great Beyond somewhere past death, what harm were
they?

I decided to take a crack at it. Why not? I
had no morals to speak of, being only ten years old at the time.
Back then my main concern was in not making the adults in my life
so mad they’d spank me. Since they seemed crazy for this silly
board, I decided to have some fun on my own.

You could have heard a pin drop when I sat
down across from my cousin Eula and we settled our fingers lightly
on a triangular shaped piece of wood Aunt Vi told me was a
planchette which, I assumed, was a French word for a triangular
piece of wood. Eula, who was sixteen and showing it in every
detail, wanted to know if there would be any beaux in her future. I
didn’t much like Eula, since she wouldn’t let me beautify myself
with her new eyelash curler, so I made the planchette tell her
she’d have three boyfriends, turn Catholic, and enter a
nunnery.

Needless to say, my spelling wasn’t great,
but I invented a spirit control named Rolly, who’d lived in 1055,
and who’d never been to school. Therefore, since nobody expected
Rolly to spell well, it worked out all right.

I was quite proud of Rolly. I’d listened hard
when Aunt Vi explained the Ouija Board to Ma. She’d said that
people conjured up some sort of spirit control from the Other Side,
whatever that was, with which they communicated through the Ouija
Board. That’s how I came up with Rolly when I felt a need to
explain my rotten spelling. Nobody else in the family could spell
worth beans anyhow, so I probably could have dispensed with the
control altogether, but Rolly added a touch of panache to an
otherwise childish exercise.

To my utter astonishment and her absolute
horror, Eula believed me. Everyone joined in communicating with the
Ouija Board and Rolly through me after that, except Uncle Ernie,
who’d already drunk most of the punch and had taken to snoring in
his big easy chair. Uncle Ernie, Aunt Vi’s husband and my father’s
younger brother, snored through most of our family
get-togethers.

The thing you’ve got to understand is that
back then, in 1910, Pasadena was a rich man’s town. Wealthy folks
from back East would build winter homes in Pasadena, or stay at the
Green Hotel during the winter months, or even, if they were rich
enough, spend the whole year there except when they were jauntering
off to Europe or Egypt or somewhere else exotic.

What’s more, Pasadena was a sophisticated
place. We had 24-hour telephone service before the turn of the
century, electrical lighting on our streets shortly thereafter, and
several electrical car lines. Daphne, some of our friends, and I
would ride the cars from Pasadena to the beach at Santa Monica for
picnics sometimes, although most of the time we were too busy
trying to make money.

And then there was the Tournament of Roses.
There’s nothing like a parade, and ours was (and still is)
spectacular. People from back East are astonished to see so many
flowers abloom in January. Believe me, the city fathers knew it,
too, and did everything in their power to promote Pasadena’s
friendly weather conditions.

Consumptive people, too, came to Pasadena, if
they had money enough. There were two or three sanatoria in the
area. I suppose that was a good selling point for our fair city,
but knowing about those sick people, even if they were rich,
struggling for the breath of life itself always made me sad.

And several presidents have made trips here,
too. Theodore Roosevelt, my personal favorite, stayed in Pasadena
in 1903, so I don’t remember it. Harrison, Taft, and Wilson also
sojourned in the lovely city of roses.

My family would have had no business being in
Pasadena at all except that all those rich people needed poor
people like us to work for them. Aunt Vi was Mrs. Kincaid’s cook,
my pa was a chauffeur to several rich millionaires in the moving
pictures, Uncle Ernie ran the concession stand at the Annandale
Golf Club, my mother was head bookkeeper at the Hotel Marengo, and
Eula and my brother Walter worked at the Raymond Hotel.

My sister Daphne and I went to school. Daphne
cleaned houses for a couple of rich families in Altadena after
school. I helped Daphne with that unpleasant task until Christmas
Eve, 1910. After that seemingly trivial but eventually momentous
date, I worked the Ouija Board and tried to learn everything I
could about other forms of spiritualism.

Even with the success of Christmas Eve, 1910,
I guess I would have continued cleaning houses with Daphne and
maintained the poor but proud Gumm tradition, except that Aunt Vi
told Mrs. Kincaid about my so-called “gift.” The “gift,” according
to her, was my ability to work the Ouija Board through a spiritual
control. Mrs. Kincaid asked Aunt Vi to ask me to work at one of her
big society parties, entertaining her rich society friends. She
even offered to pay me. Sure as shooting, I wasn’t going to turn
down money for doing something as easy as manipulating the Ouija
Board.

The only problem was my name. As well as my
appearance, come to think of it. A red-headed, blue-eyed,
freckle-faced kid named Daisy Gumm didn’t convey, to me, the
appropriate image of a Gypsy fortune teller. At the time I thought
all fortune tellers were Gypsies. So I had Aunt Vi tell Mrs.
Kincaid my real name was Desdemona. When I was ten, I only thought
the name sounded mystical and dramatic. I didn’t know Desdemona was
a world-famous murderee, or I might have adopted someone else’s
cognomen.

I wowed ‘em on the night of the party. I wore
Daphne’s peasant blouse, the one she’d bought when her church group
visited Tijuana, Mexico, in order to buy flowers and spread the
Gospel. I did so without her permission and caught holy hell for it
from Daphne the next morning, but by that time I was rich and
didn’t care. Mrs. Kincaid had paid me twenty dollars—twenty
dollars—for playing with the Ouija Board at her party.

For the record, Mrs. Kincaid really took to
Rolly. She spelled his name Raleigh and told me his English
spelling was odd because he grew up speaking Gaelic, which is what
people spoke in Scotland a long time ago. Back then, I didn’t know
Scottish people spoke anything other than English. For that matter,
I don’t know why I’d decided on Scotland as the homeland of my
spiritual control. Maybe it was because I’d been reading Rob
Roy right before the Ouija Board appeared in my life.

Mrs. Kincaid also pronounced the name of
Rolly’s language “gahlic.” I thought she’d said “garlic.” Speaking
garlic seemed a trifle odd to me, but for twenty bucks Rolly could
have spelled his name Raleigh or dozen other ways, and he could
have spoken in onions or scallions or even turnips, and I wouldn’t
have cared.

What really mattered was that I’d found my
calling in life. And I was only ten years old. From that day on, I
read up on every aspect of mysticism, occultism, and
transcendentalism, from turning tables to rapping to reading tea
leaves to astrology. Fortunately for me, there was a First
Spiritualist Church on Garfield Avenue in Pasadena, and I managed
to talk my mother into letting me attend it a couple of times. It
was interesting, to say the least.

Along with the genuine beliefs adhered to by
people in the transcendentalist movement, I talked to lots of other
folks about lots of other things. I’ve always been friendly and
already tended to collect unusual people. My experience with the
Ouija Board increased my attentions to such folks.

From some of my buddies, I learned how to
read cards(both Tarot and playing), palms, crystal balls,
astrological signs (I’m a Sagittarius), and I even studied up on
how to summon people from the grave to chat with their living
relatives, a notion that sounded appalling to me. I mean, who wants
a moldy old corpse yakking in his ear? But people are funny, and a
true Gumm never turns down a business opportunity.

I don’t mean to sound cynical, because I’m
not. Since my tenth year, when I fooled with the Ouija Board as a
lark, I’ve learned that there are, more or less in Shakespeare’s
words, more things on heaven and earth than are dreamed of in our
normal, everyday lives and philosophies. A lot of the learning has
been hard, and I long ago ceased disparaging people for believing
in or needing my services.

By the time I graduated from Pasadena High
School, my classmates thought Daisy was a nickname for Desdemona.
Some of them were actually afraid to do me wrong for fear I’d put
the evil eye on them. But I’d stopped doing stuff like that when I
was eleven, pretended to cast a spell on Billy Majesty, and he fell
out of a tree and broke his collarbone. That scared me, and I never
pretended to cast a spell again.

It also scared Billy, although not much, as
you’ll soon see. When I was seventeen and the United States entered
the Great War I married him, in fact. He’d forgiven me for his
broken collarbone long since. We were in love as only adolescents
can be, never having been tested by life. As I soon discovered to
my dismay, not even high-school algebra can hold a candle to life
when it came to difficulties.

But it was a hellishly romantic time, what
with the uniforms, the flag-waving, and the tears and all, and
Billy and I both needed the attachment. We, like most of the other
people in this great nation, were both proud and scared, and it
helped to know Billy and I were united in the eyes of God and man,
even though we had to part almost immediately after the marriage
ceremony ended.

I can still remember how he looked on that
day. He was so handsome in his new uniform, and I’d made a pretty,
lacy white dress and carried orange blossoms. Everybody cried,
although there really wasn’t any reason to at the time. I didn’t
know that then, although I discovered my mistake not long
afterwards.

The truth is that I can still look at the
photographs taken at our wedding and get teary-eyed. We were both
different people that day.

We were married in April. In June the
Kaiser’s men gassed Billy out of his trench on the French frontier
and shot him when he tried to crawl to safety. He was shipped home
in September, more dead than alive, and languished in the army
hospital in Los Angeles for months. This broke my heart, needless
to say, even though Billy and I didn’t really know each other very
well for all that we’d grown up together and been man and wife for
six months. Because of his terrible injuries that rendered him
unable to work, he received a small pension. Unfortunately, it
wasn’t anywhere near enough by which to support a family.

That being the case, when Billy was finally
able to leave the hospital and come home to Pasadena, he was
confined to a wheelchair, his lungs were ruined, his legs were bad,
and I was one of the legion of women who suddenly had to make a
living for their families. Out of that legion, I was one of the few
who was more or less prepared to do so.

Fortunately for me, if not for Billy, when
the war ended in November of 1918, even though Congress never did
ratify the Treaty and eventually came up with separate Resolution
officially ending the war with Germany, the spiritualist movement
boomed. Lots of mothers wanted to get in touch with their dead
fathers, sons, and lovers. Some of them even wanted to make contact
with deceased husbands.

At first I felt like a rat for taking
advantage of the bereaved. Gradually, however, I realized that
people needed to hear that their late loved ones were content on
the other side of life, and that they still thought with fondness
of the ones they’d left behind. Everybody needs to know their kin
want them to be happy. I learned after the War that the desire to
communicate with those we love extends beyond life’s
boundaries.

In the beginning of this rush for my
services, it shocked me that people were so eager to pay me for my
sort of work, which was basically a sham. Then I began to view what
I did as a form of necessary spiritual healing. That probably
sounds blasphemous, but it’s not meant to. Besides all that, I had
a crippled husband and several other family members to help
support.

Billy’s mother and father had died in the
influenza epidemic that had swept the world in 1918 and 1919. His
sister had married a nice man who trained horses for Mr. Lucky
Baldwin. They were living in a cottage on his ranch in Arcadia,
which is a small community about twelve miles across the Arroyo
Seco from Pasadena. Therefore, my family became Billy’s.

We lived with my parents, and my work helped
to put bread on their table, too. By that time Pa had come down
with a bum heart and couldn’t work as much as he used to. My cousin
Paul had died in the war. He’s buried in France, and I’ve told Aunt
Vi I’ll take her there one day to visit the site of his burial.
Uncle Ernie had succumbed to his excesses as well, so Aunt Vi,
twice-bereaved and heartsick to her bones, came to live with
us.

The plain truth was that Ma needed all the
financial help she could get. Since both my brother Walter and my
sister Daphne were married and had families of their own to provide
for, that left me.

The only problem with working as a
spiritualist is that you tend to meet a lot of strange people.
Sometimes that can be interesting and even amusing, at least for
me, because I like all kinds of people. At other times, it can be
merely bizarre, and sometimes it’s downright frightening.

For some reason, too, I seem to attract
weirdness. I don’t understand it. A policeman friend of mine once
told me it’s because I’m cursed, but I think—I hope—he was only
kidding. He won’t admit it.

The first real hint of this characteristic of
mine happened in 1920, not even two full years after the war ended,
and about six months before my own twentieth birthday. Everyone’s
life had been changed by the World War. Not only had I, a very
young female person, become the virtual support of my entire
family, including a crippled husband, but everyone was still shaken
by the atrocities the world had seen in that most brutal of
conflicts.

I still felt a pang of trepidation every day
when I picked up the Star News, one of Pasadena’s two daily
newspapers, because it continued to print the casualty lists for
nearly a year after the official end of the war. I guess they kept
finding bodies, which is a terrible thought. My heart aches to this
day when I remember reading, day after day, row upon row of names
of the dead and wounded, searching for those of my friends and
family.

The nation was having a hard time recovering
from the war, too. It wasn’t only my family that was suffering. In
other words, times were hard.

I’ve read Mr. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s books
about all those rich, bored, alienated people back East, who can’t
find anything worthwhile to see or do in life, and his work only
makes me mad. What do those people have to complain about, for
Pete’s sake? Heck, if I had all that money, I’d do something
with it; something worthwhile. Not them. They just wallow in their
disenchantment and pretend to suffer.

Phooey. They don’t know what suffering is.
Anyhow, if they hate the good old U.S.A. so much, why don’t they
move to Europe? I have a sneaking hunch they could be miserable
anywhere. Even Paris, France, or Egypt (I’ve always wanted to see
the pyramids).

I don’t understand people who claim to have
lost hope and have no dreams for the future, either. For so many
years after that horrid, awful war, all I lived on was hope. Heck,
I dished it out for a living, to people who needed it.
Besides, the way I see it, it’s only the rich in this world who can
afford to be disenchanted and blasé. The rest of us are too busy
trying to earn a living.

Anyhow, when it comes to reading for
entertainment, I’ll take a good old murder mystery or a rip-roaring
western any day over Fitzgerald’s books. I like it when the good
guys win in the end. None of your moral ambiguity for me, thank you
very much. If I want to be depressed, all I have to do is live. I’d
as soon be entertained when I read. Mary Roberts Rinehart and Zane
Grey are my heroes.

Maybe I’m just bitter, but I think Mr.
Fitzgerald ought to have talked to me about what was going on with
real people after the war before he wrote his books. Or he
might have talked to Billy, who was not only shell-shocked to his
soul, but physically ruined into the bargain. Mr. Fitzgerald’s
so-called “lost generation” might not find life so darned boring if
they got jobs of real work and did something useful with their
lives. They might even consider helping somebody else for a change
instead of sitting around being miserable all the time. Most of us
real people can’t afford to wallow, darn it.

Sorry. Sometimes I get angry about things I
can’t change. It’s a foolish habit, but there you go.

For my part, when the war ended I gave up
flamboyant Gypsy attire in favor of more sober clothing. Bright
Gypsy stripes didn’t fit my mood or the profound melancholy that
seemed to have a hold on my family underneath its surface pretense
of well-being. I now wore dark colors, either blue or black, for my
spiritualist work.

In my heart of hearts, I knew better times
were coming, but with my husband a ruin of himself, my cousin and
uncle both dead, and so many of my friends and relatives similarly
bereaved, I couldn’t have made myself wear bright colors even for
money, which was a distinct change for a Gumm.

Billy didn’t like how I brought home the
bacon, but he was unable to work at all. Neither his legs nor his
lungs worked any longer. Telling fortunes and conducting séances
was the only way I could make a decent living. Sure, I could have
worked as a housekeeper at the Huntington or Green Hotels, or
cleaned houses as I used to do with Daphne, but spiritualism paid
more.

I don’t mean to whine or anything, but.

I really do think my policeman friend might
have been a little kinder to a poor young woman who was only trying
to make a living when we first met. It wasn’t my fault Mrs.
Kincaid’s daughter liked to think of herself as a member of the
“lost” generation. And it certainly wasn’t my fault that Mr.
Kincaid was a louse. Heck, before my spiritualist business took
off, my family was so poor we could scarcely keep food in the
cupboard, much less skeletons.

Then again, my policeman friend might
possibly have had a valid point when he claimed I’m too darned
nosy. He’s wrong to suggest I attract these things, however. I
swear to you, none of this was my fault.

At any rate, my life’s work has been
interesting, even if it’s also been a little bumpy in spots.


Chapter Two






“Don’t go, Daisy.” Billy grabbed my
hand before I could pick up my hat. “Stay here, with
me.”

I held on to my patience and Billy’s hand
because I knew his pain, both physical and psychological, drove him
to say these things. He’d once been a happy-go-lucky fellow and one
of the human race’s cheerier specimens. His experiences in France
and the results thereof had changed all that.

“I have to, Billy. You know that.” I
smiled at him to let him know everything was ginger-peachy, even
though we both knew better.

He didn’t mean to be fussy. I kept telling
myself that in order to keep my temper in check. The truth of the
matter was that I got tired of his whining at me all the time about
leaving him to go to work. I didn’t think he was being fair to me,
although I also didn’t think I had any right to think so, if that
makes any sense. After all, life hadn’t been fair to poor
Billy. Indeed, it had dealt him a wicked blow. And anyhow, he was a
wounded war hero. I was only a woman.

But blast it all, somebody had to make
a living for us, and I was the only one left. That this was so only
because Billy had run off to fight the Huns wasn’t either of our
faults. We’d both been swept up in the fervor of the moment, and
we’d both thought his had been a noble sacrifice for a just
cause.

Besides, it made me sad to look at him. He
used to be so young and straight and strong. Now he was like the
shell of himself. A human ruin. A blasted-out husk of a once-proud
young man. When I didn’t want to cry about it, I wanted to rush
over to Germany and shoot Huns. Never mind that the war was over
and that most of those German soldiers had believed their cause to
be a just one. The war wasn’t over in our house, and what the
Kaiser’s men had done to my husband was unforgivable in my
book.

When he’d left for France, Billy had been
nineteen years old. I’d been seventeen. Now he looked a hundred and
ten, and I felt at least that old.

Another terrible truth that I didn’t often
feel like facing was that exhaustion and worry had very nearly
depleted my supply of love for poor Billy, although my devotion to
him remained unswayed. I couldn’t afford to be swayed. I had too
darned many people to support.

Which brought me back to leaving our house so
that I could toddle over to Mrs. Kincaid’s and pretend to raise the
spirit of her dead nephew, Bartholomew Septimus Withers Lilley
(rich people give their kids far too many names sometimes), from
the Great Beyond, wherever that was.

Every time I thought about doing a séance, I
had to fight hysteria. For some reason I envisioned those poor dead
people rising from their graves, still swaddled in their burial
finery, dripping dirt, and looking skeletal, except for who were
still in the process of rotting. Especially when it came to the
soldiers who’d lost their lives overseas, the visions were hideous
and bloody and made me feel sick to my stomach. They were
unpleasant mental images, but I couldn’t help it that they invaded
my mind’s eye any more than I could help Billy.

“I don’t know why you can’t get a
normal job.” Billy let go of my hand and hunched in his wheelchair.
He could walk a few steps at a time, but his lungs were so bad from
the mustard gas, and his legs were so badly damaged from grapeshot,
that he couldn’t walk like he used to walk: forever and ever
without even thinking about it. Or run. When we were kids, we used
to run everywhere. He’d pretend to find me annoying because I liked
to follow him around, but I didn’t believe him then. I believed him
now. Nevertheless, his tone of voice riled me. Still, I tried to
keep my anger from showing.

“A normal job wouldn’t pay as well as
this one.” I’d pointed out this trenchant fact before, but Billy
didn’t buy it. Or maybe he did and just didn’t want to admit it.
Sometimes I felt as if I didn’t know anything for certain any
longer.

“Money’s not the only thing that’s
important in this world, you know,” Billy said in the strange,
querulous voice that seemed to belong to someone other than the
Billy Majesty I’d known all my life.

“Maybe not, but money keeps food on the
table and clothes on our backs.” Every now and then, when I
remembered how his rich laugh and deep baritone voice used to
thrill me when I was a starry-eyed bride, I wanted to cry. At the
moment, I wanted to shove his wheelchair down the front porch steps
and save us both more pain and grief.

“It’s sinful, what you do.”

“What?” It was too much. I
snatched up my handbag and whirled around, my fists planted on my
hips, and glared down at my poor, destroyed husband. “What I do is
not sinful, Billy Majesty. What I do is called work.
I can’t help it if you don’t like it. It’s all I know how to do,
and it pays a lot of money.” I hated that I had to pass the back of
my hand under my eyes to catch tears. “Besides, it helps people,
whether you want to believe it or not.”

“Hunh. You’re only fooling yourself,
Daisy. It’s wicked.”

“It’s not wicked! What I do gives
comfort to bereaved people.” That there wasn’t a darned thing I
could do to comfort Billy was a fact that seemed to shimmer in the
air between us. I wanted to stamp my foot and scream.

His bitter expression didn’t alter
appreciably, even in the face of my fury and well-reasoned
arguments. He ignored my impassioned speech. Sometimes I thought he
ignored all of my impassioned speeches because he knew it was the
best way to hurt my feelings. I knew I was being unfair to both of
us.

“Who’s going to be there?”

I turned around, slammed my handbag on the
dresser since I hadn’t meant to pick it up in the first place—these
arguments always rattled me—and picked up my elegant black cloche.
I tried to keep my hands from shaking as I settled the hat over my
knot-in-a-pouf hair-do. The style was a little old-fashioned, but I
was afraid I’d look like Irene Castle if I got my hair bobbed. I’d
have liked to get a bob. It would have been so free and easy or
simple, especially since my hair was thick would have taken to the
“do” with relative simplicity. But then, nothing in my whole life
was free and easy any longer.

As you can probably tell, every once in a
while I’d get to feeling sorry for myself no matter how much I
tried not to.

“How should I know who’s going to be
there? I’ll probably see Edie.” Edwina “Edie” Marsh was one of my
friends from high school. She worked as a housemaid for the
Kincaids, and we always had a good time trading gossip when I
conducted séances the mansion. “And I’m sure there will be some of
Mrs. Kincaid’s rich friends there. Oh, and her sister, Mrs. Lilley,
I guess, since it’s her son we’re trying to reach.”

“That’s horrible,” Billy said in a low
voice.

It was, kind of. I’d never say so. “Maybe,
but it pays the milk man and the grocer.”

Without another word, Billy pushed his chair
around and rolled out of the room. I turned and watched him go, my
heart aching. Thanks to my work, we’d managed to get him one of
those newfangled chairs with wheels big enough so that Billy could
maneuver himself around without help. That was some kind of
blessing, I guess, because he felt helpless enough without having
to have an attendant push him every time he wanted to, say, go to
the kitchen or, worse, the bathroom.

Not for the first time, I was glad America
had climbed aboard the water wagon. I could envision poor Billy,
bitter and incurable, turning to the bottle for escape. Life was
hard enough for us already. We didn’t need the Demon Rum living
with us, too. I worried a little about the morphine the doctor
prescribed for him, but without the drug his pain was too great to
bear. In other words, there wasn’t any happy solution to the Billy
problem.

Poor Billy. Great God, but I felt sorry for
him. Ruthlessly, I swallowed the tears swelling in my throat. I
reminded myself that lots and lots of women were in a state similar
to mine, with their husbands dead or crippled. I was fortunate, I
told myself, because I had a skill I could use to earn a fair
income.

Blast and heck, it was more than a “fair”
income! Why, I’d bought a little bungalow on South Marengo Avenue
for my family with my earnings. That was more than a lot of
men could do, working at their so-called “normal” jobs. It
hurt like fire that Billy didn’t appreciate me and how nobly I was
contributing to the family’s welfare.

Father Frederick, the Episcopal priest who
often visited Mrs. Kincaid and whom I’d met at her house, had told
me to go easy on Billy because he felt diminished as a man. I could
understand that and agreed with him, but it sure was hard not to be
resentful sometimes.

I liked Father Frederick, and not only
because he was a genuinely kind man who offered helpful advice,
such as the above. He also never looked at me askance because of
what I did. Some religious folks were scared of fortune tellers.
Even more of them were of Billy’s opinion and considered what we
did sinful. Although, in fairness, Billy’s criticism wasn’t based
so much on religious belief as on bitterness.

But Father Frederick wasn’t like that. His
soft brown eyes always appeared a little sad, as if he wished he
could cure the world’s ills and knew he couldn’t. I understood
that, all right. Shoot, I couldn’t even cure my own husband.

Darn, but life was hard sometimes.

# # #

The air outdoors was fresh and balmy, the
spring evening cool and slightly breezy, and the San Gabriel
Mountains loomed large to the north, evoking a majesty that those
of us who bore the name Majesty couldn’t come close to projecting.
The pure spring weather and the enchantingly sweet aroma of orange
blossoms emanating from the tree growing beside the back porch went
some way toward soothing my battered spirits.

Sometimes I picked sprigs from the orange
tree and put them in a vase in the living room, even though the
blossoms never lasted more than a day. The dark glossy leaves and
the tiny ivory flowers, not to mention their intoxicating scent,
cheered me in a way nothing else could, probably because they
reminded me of my wedding and the days of our innocence, before the
War had spoiled everything. I didn’t even mind dusting up the
fallen blossoms every hour or so, although my mother complained
about the mess.

I had gotten into the habit of telling the
people who hired me that I fasted and meditated upon spiritual
matters before a séance, but that was a lie. Or, rather, it was
part of the job. The truth was that I went about doing whatever it
was I was doing until it was time to leave for a séance. This day I
paused on the back porch steps to inhale several gallons of
orange-blossom-scented air and decided life was worth living for a
little while longer, Billy or no Billy.

“Gee, Miss Desdemona, you look
swell.”

This reverent comment was delivered in a tone
of absolute adoration by Pudge Wilson, the neighbor’s kid. He was
skinny as a rail and had more freckles than the Pasadena Fire
Department’s resident Dalmatian. I don’t know why or when anybody’d
thought to call him Pudge, but Pudge he’d always been, and Pudge he
was. And bless his heart, he appreciated me, even when my own
husband didn’t.

“Thanks, Pudge.” I gave him a gracious
smile. I had learned to smile graciously as part of my trade.
People seemed to be awed by gracious smiles delivered by ladies who
conducted séances; don’t ask me why.

“That’s a real pretty dress.” Pudge had
harnessed Brownie, the horse my dad had brought home from work one
day several years before, to the pony cart. We had a dumpy little
Model T Ford, also delivered by my father. It was one that had been
given to him by some now-rich movie star who didn’t need it any
longer, but I liked to exercise Brownie when I could. He didn’t
appreciate my consideration, deeming exercise as akin to torture.
Pudge, holding Brownie’s reins, stared at me as if he intended to
fall on his knees and start worshiping at my feet any
second.

“Thanks, Pudge.” I kept the gracious
smile going as I handed him a nickel. Pudge was a nice
kid.

He was also correct about my attire. I’d made
the dress myself using the new, side-pedal White rotary sewing
machine I’d bought for Ma, and it was a stunner—the dress, I mean.
The sewing machine was, too, but I wasn’t wearing that. The gown
was a long black silk number, and it tied at the side hip with
glossy black-satin ribbons. It would have been straight, too,
except that I had one or two bulges that marred its sleek lines. On
the other hand, I was a woman, for the good Lord’s sake, and women
were supposed to have those bulges, whether the prevailing fashion
called for a “boyish slimness” in American women or not. Naturally,
I bound my breasts, but that didn’t help a whole lot.

At any rate, where the dress tied at my hip,
I’d sewn on a big, scalloped appliqué of shiny black beads and silk
embroidery (also created by yours truly) that glimmered in the late
evening sunlight. The effect would be truly dazzling by
candlelight. Which, actually, was the whole point.

One red lamp with one candle burning inside
was the only light I allowed during a séance. I was fortunate that
the cranberry glass through which the candlelight glowed brought
out the best in me.

My hair had darkened over the years from a
bright coppery color to a darker, more sedate reddish chestnut. My
skin, thanks to my mother strong-arming me into wearing sunbonnets
all the time when I was a little kid, bore a few faded freckles,
but no more than that. Those few I managed to hide with pale,
pearly rice powder. I wore no lipstick, which gave me an
interesting pallor. I’d developed a walk that was kind of like a
waft, if you know what I mean, and which made people think of
spirits even before the séance began.

Over the years, in fact, I’d polished my act
to a high gloss. I was darned good at my job, which made Billy’s
complaints and harangues that much harder to take.

Pudge removed his hat, as if he’d just
remembered his manners. “Are you sure you don’t want me to drive
you, Miss Desdemona?”

“No, thanks, Pudge. I don’t know how
long I’ll be, and I don’t want you to stay up too late. You have to
go to school tomorrow.”

He made a face, which made me laugh, which
made for a distinct improvement in my mood. “I don’t mind,” he said
in a pleading sort of voice.

It was nice to know that at least one male
member of the human race appreciated me, even if he was only eight
years old. “I’m afraid your mama would mind, though. Not to mention
Miss West.” Miss West was Pudge’s teacher, and she was a true
Tarter. I knew it for a certified fact, because she’d taught me
when I was in the third grade, and I could still feel that ruler
come down on my knuckles; I flexed my hands in remembrance. I’d
been a lighthearted girl and not the best-disciplined student in
the universe.

“Sorry, Pudge.” I chirped to Brownie,
who grumbled once and started walking. I don’t know what Brownie
would do if a real emergency occurred, since his pace was either
slow or slower, except when he stopped walking
altogether.

Fortunately, Mrs. Kincaid’s house wasn’t very
far away from ours, geographically speaking. Socially, the Kincaids
were about as far above my family as the stars were from the earth.
Not to mention money-wise. She and her husband and daughter lived
in the huge mansion her father had built on Orange Grove Boulevard,
the street where the rich people lived. Lots of rich people lived
in Pasadena, and not all of them lived on Orange Grove, but nobody
who lived on Orange Grove wasn’t rich. They had a son, too, but he
didn’t live with his parents.

I loved visiting the Kincaids’ mansion, and
not only because one of my best friends worked there. While I was
supposed to be either preparing myself for séances or taking tea
afterwards, I absorbed my surroundings and pretended the house was
mine. Fat chance. I might make a relatively good living, but I’d
need to own a railroad or a gold mine or a South American country
before I could have an estate like that.

Still, it was nice of Mrs. Kincaid not to
treat me like a servant. After a séance she always asked me to stay
and take tea with her friends. She even introduced me to everyone,
and they all talked to me as if I were their equal. Which I was in
the overall scheme of American life. But we all know that rich
people are different from the rest of us, if only because they can
buy stuff we can’t. The truth was that Mrs. Kincaid seemed a little
in awe of me, as Pudge was. It might have been laughable if I
didn’t appreciate it so much in both of them.

I drove the three-quarters of a mile to the
Kincaid mansion, urging Brownie on with promises of sugar cubes and
carrots. Brownie pretty much ignored everything but food, including
motorcars and me. The first was a blessing since there were so many
more of them on the streets by 1920 than there had been only a
couple of years earlier, and the second didn’t bother me since he
did what I wanted him to do anyhow. I haven’t met very many horses,
but it seemed to me that Brownie was a particularly phlegmatic
example of the species. He plodded on, looking like a horse who
hated what he was doing but had no choice. Which might have been
true, come to think of it.

Brownie perked up when we approached the huge
iron gate in the huge iron fence surrounding the Kincaid estate.
He’d been there before, and he knew the Kincaids’ stable hands
liked him and always gave him treats.

Jackson, the guardian of the gate, saw us
coming and pressed the button that made the electrically operated
gate open. It was an impressive sight, those massive black gates
sliding apart—and doing so to admit me, of all unworthy
objects.

The first time my family had used electricity
was when I moved them into the house on Marengo. Until then we,
like most people in Pasadena who weren’t living in mansions, used
gas lighting and wood-burning stoves. Not to mention outhouses. It
was still a thrill to sit in a bathtub, turn on the tap and feel
that porcelain beauty fill up with warm water.

Back to the Kincaids. I hollered my thanks at
Jackson, who nodded and grinned, his teeth gleaming like pearls in
his mouth and his onyx face shining.

I liked Jackson. He was a friendly man, and
he’d taught me lots of interesting things about spirits that most
white people never learn. His family had come from the Caribbean
where, I presume, they’d been slaves. He had all sorts of
fascinating stories about Caribbean spirits, voodoo, zombies,
casting spells and curses, and the like.

Jackson was only one of my sources. I’d
garnered spiritual information from all sorts and varieties of
people. I used every one of the tidbits people had related to me in
my work (although I’d never sacrificed chickens, as Jackson claimed
his kin sometimes did) which might be one of the reasons I was so
successful. My brand of spirit-raising was unlike anybody
else’s.

Brownie’s pace quickened marginally as he
pulled the pony cart down the gigantic, deodar-lined drive to the
back of the house and the stables. Most of the Kincaids’ horses had
been replaced by several automobiles, but Harold, the Kincaids’
son, liked to play polo, so the Kincaids still kept a few horses. I
fancied the Kincaid horses didn’t deign to speak to poor old
Brownie, but Brownie was man enough or, more likely, cranky enough,
to endure their slights.

Quincy and James, the stable hands, were
ready for me. They both grinned, and Quincy tipped his hat while
James helped me down from the cart. I’d gotten to know Quincy
pretty well, because he and my friend Edie were in love with each
other. That was my conclusion about their relationship, at any
rate. Edie blushed every time I asked her about Quincy, and Quincy
got tongue-tied every time I asked him about Edie. You figure it
out.

The most interesting thing about Quincy, in
my opinion, was that he’d been born in Nevada, and had worked as an
honest-to-gosh cowboy on a ranch there until he moved to
California. He’d come here because he wanted to become a cowboy
star in the moving pictures, like William S. Hart. He’d worked in
one picture, broken his leg, and that had ended his aspiring
career. Boom. Just like that. Sort of like my Billy, although
nowhere near as catastrophically. Still, it must have been a
disappointment to poor Quincy, although he never let on. After the
accident, unable to do the trick riding he’d learned as a boy,
Quincy had quit on the pictures and had come to work at the
Kincaids’.

I think Quincy and James and I felt somehow
akin to each other. We were all three trying to make a living from
wealthy people, and both of our professions were dependent upon
people who possessed more money than sense. I mean, face it, most
people couldn’t afford to own a dozen horses in those days any more
than they could afford to hire spiritualists.

Be that as it may, I liked Mrs. Kincaid. I
know there’s a big Red movement in the country, even to this day.
In 1920 there were strikes in progress everywhere, and there had
been a depression raging since the war ended. Lots of soldiers
couldn’t find jobs, and the dollar’s value had dropped to less than
fifty cents of its value in pre-war money, which hurt us more than
it did people like the Kincaids. A few people thought they were
being funny when they said that a man without a dollar was fifty
cents better off than he once was, but it wasn’t funny to us.
There’s always been a huge division between rich folks and the rest
of us and there probably always will be.

But as far as I’m concerned, you can keep
Communism, Anarchism, Socialism and all the other political “isms.”
I’d bet money, if I had any to throw around on any pursuit so
useless, that nobody in Russia would hire me to communicate with
their dead relatives. Only rich people could afford to do that
then, and only rich people can afford to do that now.

Not only that, but it was the Kincaids of
this world who gave me hope. Or people like that fellow Hearst, who
started the Spanish-American War and then bought the newspapers.
Shoot, all he’d had were money and words, and look what he’s done
with them. You couldn’t do that in Russia, especially now, with the
Czar dead and that crazy man Lenin in charge.

“Thanks, fellas.” I saluted Quincy and
James and headed for the front door. I wouldn’t have minded using
the back door, but Mrs. Kincaid had been shocked when I’d asked her
if she’d rather I come in that way. That had made me feel quite
good, actually, and it was one of the reasons I never refused to
work for Mrs. Kincaid, even when her séances were
inconvenient.

Sometimes I wondered how much money a family
had to have if they wanted to hire a butler. Not that we needed one
on Marengo. Heck, there’d be no place to put him if we could afford
one. Everyone called the Kincaids’ butler Featherstone. Just
Featherstone. Not Mr. Featherstone or First Name Featherstone. He
was just Featherstone, as if he didn’t have a first name or a
title.

To judge by Featherstone’s accent, he’d come
from England. I thought that was elegant. Imagine, importing a man
from England just to answer your door and carry things on
trays.

On the other hand, sometimes I wondered about
old Featherstone. He was so perfect for the job, it was difficult
for me to believe he wasn’t acting the role of a butler, sort of
like I was acting the role of a medium. Then again, maybe because
my own line of work was based on misrepresentation and flummery, I
was jaded.

Because I couldn’t help myself, I grinned at
Featherstone when he opened the door. I always grinned at him. He
never grinned back. “Hi-ho, Featherstone. Lead me to the
ghouls.”

Stepping aside, his back as stiff as his
countenance and his demeanor much more formal than that of anyone
else I’d ever seen even in Pasadena, Featherstone said somberly,
“Mrs. Majesty. Please come this way.” Not a smile. Not a wink.
Nothing to tell me if he believed in the spiritualist nonsense I
perpetrated or not. He was quite a guy, Featherstone.

“Sure thing,” I said brightly. I
followed him down the hall, contemplating whether or not it would
be a good idea to whistle. I decided against it. My own physical
demeanor practically radiated mysticism and the occult arts; a
whistle would have been out of character, no matter what my innards
felt like.

Unfortunately, although they seldom felt
jolly in those days, my innards never felt mystical or cryptic,
either. Therefore, I composed myself as I followed Featherstone
through the massive entrance hall and to the right, where Mrs.
Kincaid had everyone gather before one of my séances.

To most of us normal, every-day folks the
room would have been called the parlor or the living room. To Mrs.
Kincaid, it was the drawing room. That used to puzzle me until
somebody, can’t remember who, told me “drawing room” was short for
“withdrawing room,” because it was the room where people retired,
or “withdrew,” to chat and visit. That kind of made sense to me,
but not much.

I had just caught sight of Edie, who was
serving canapés and drinks to the guests, and had only had time to
nod at her when I heard my name spoken loudly. “Mrs. Majesty!” Mrs.
Kincaid had clearly been awaiting my arrival with more anxiety than
was usual for her, because she was generally more composed than
this.

Maybe she was edgy because of the purpose for
this séance. It was one thing to raise a long-dead uncle from the
Great Beyond. It must be unnerving to be trying to get in touch
with a young man who was only a year or so dead, and who was still
deeply mourned. Thinking about it made me want to shudder, so I
stopped thinking. Anyhow, Mrs. Kincaid was rushing over to me,
holding both hands out, so I didn’t have time to entertain gruesome
thoughts or walk across the room and chat with Edie. Anyhow, we
were both working, so I couldn’t have done more than say hello.

“Good evening, Mrs. Kincaid.” She was a
truly nice woman. I appreciated her friendliness to me, a Gumm. We
Gumms weren’t accustomed to being fawned over by rich people. Not
even I, who’d been dealing with them for years, more or less on an
equal footing. I was no longer skittish as a cat in huge mansions,
but I didn’t think I’d ever get really used to them.

“I’m so glad you’ve come, Mrs. Majesty.
Here, let me introduce you to everyone.” Still holding on to my
hand—I was glad I’d remembered to put on my black gloves—she led me
into the thick of things.

There must have been more than twenty people
there including Mrs. Kincaid’s husband, who didn’t join in these
social gatherings as a rule. He wasn’t a sociable man and he never
smiled, maybe because he, like Billy, was confined to a
wheelchair.

I don’t think he’d ever been cheerful like
Billy, though. He looked as if he’d been a grump from birth, and I
wondered why Mrs. Kincaid had married him. After all, she was the
one with the money. She might have married Mr. Algernon Pinkerton,
who was a good friend of hers and was very friendly and merry, or
even Father Frederick, who was as nice as they come, and since he
was an Episcopalian, even though he was a priest, he was allowed to
marry. I think. Then again, maybe he was married already. I never
saw him with a wife in tow, but it isn’t wise to suppose too much,
even though I love to do it.

But she hadn’t. She’d married Mr. Eustace
Kincaid for some reason beyond my ken. Rumor had it that Mr.
Kincaid had been a clerk in her father’s stock-brokerage firm in
New York when they’d met. Now he sat stoop-shouldered in his
wheelchair, his face a mask of glowering disapproval. His eyes,
which were black and piggy and small, made him look mean and
hateful even before you realized he really was mean and
hateful.

He nodded to me, giving me a smile that
reminded me of lemon juice and unripe persimmons. Wrinkles radiated
from his pinched lips, and his eyebrows were gray and bushy and
recalled to my mind caterpillars or unshorn sheep. His voice was as
thin as his hair, both of which were far thinner than his eyebrows.
“Good evening, Mrs. Majesty.”

Thank God for my supply of gracious smiles. I
tossed one at Mr. Kincaid and said, “How do you do, Mr. Kincaid?”
in the deep velvety voice I’d cultivated for my business.

“Not well,” he said.

He said no more, which left me sort of
dangling there uncertainly. After mulling it over for a second or
two, still smiling graciously, I murmured, “I’m so sorry,” and
moved away from the old goat, wondering if reading the Spanish
phrase book I glimpsed when his lap robe stirred would cheer him
up. Perusing Spanish phrases didn’t sound like my idea of a cheery
occupation. I’d rather read a novel, but maybe it was a rich man’s
thing. Whatever the reason for the phrase book, I don’t like cranky
people, and I really didn’t like Mr. Kincaid.

Fortunately, Mrs. Kincaid never paid much
attention to her husband. She’d already flitted off to another
group of people where she stood, looking at me in anticipation. I
wafted after her, leaving old Kincaid to his wheelchair, his
Spanish phrase book, and his crotchets, and went up to the group
with which Mrs. Kincaid stood.

Mr. Pinkerton was there, smiling at my
approach, as was his wont. It felt as if I were leaving winter
behind and entering a springtime garden, so different was Mr.
Kincaid from Mr. Pinkerton. He’d even asked me to call him Algie,
although I never did, mainly because every time I said his name I
thought of moss and scum on a pond, and I tended to giggle.

“This is my sister Ruth Lilley, Mrs.
Majesty,” Mrs. Kincaid said when I joined her group. “Ruth, let me
introduce you to Mrs. Desdemona Majesty. We call her Daisy.” Mrs.
Kincaid smiled as if I were her favorite child or a playful
puppy.

“How do you do, Mrs. Majesty.” Mrs.
Lilley listlessly extended her right hand to me.

I didn’t have any trouble knowing what to say
to this lady. I recognized the lines of anguish on her face as the
same kind I’d seen on lots of faces since the war started,
including my own. I took her hand in both of mind and applied
gentle pressure. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Mrs. Lilley. I hope I
can help you this evening, if only for a little while.”

Tears welled in her eyes, and I felt awful
for her. “Thank you, Mrs. Majesty.” She returned the pressure of my
hands. “I must say, I wasn’t very enthusiastic when Madeline
suggested we hold a séance for Bartholomew, but you seem like a
kind woman. I’m sure you mean well.”

“Oh, yes,” I said, almost bursting into
tears myself. “What I do is only meant to ease the hearts of those
of us who are left behind on this plane.” I’d learned to talk like
that, about planes, dimensions, altered states and so forth years
before. It was second nature to me now.

“Mrs. Majesty suffered her own tragedy,
Ruth,” Mrs. Kincaid said in something of a stage whisper. “Her
husband of only a few months was grievously wounded in the war and
is now confined to a wheelchair.” I expected her to add something
about her own husband who was similarly confined, but she didn’t. I
got the feeling she didn’t think about Mr. Kincaid any more often
than she was forced to, which made sense to me.

“Oh, my dear, I’m so sorry.” Mrs.
Lilley tightened her grip on my hands and looked even more
miserable than she’d looked before.

Darn it. I hated it when people felt sorry
for me. “We’re coping. Thank you for your sympathy. My loss is
nothing compared with yours.” This was getting deep and sticky, and
I really wanted to change the subject.

Mrs. Lilley left off squeezing my hand and
patted it before letting it go, as if it was too heavy for her to
hold any longer. “You’re a nice girl, Mrs. Majesty.”

“Please,” I said, “call me Daisy.
Everyone does.”

“Very well. Daisy.” For the first time
since I’d entered the room, Mrs. Lilley appeared interested in
something. “Is Daisy short for Desdemona?”

At least one person asked me that every time
I did one of these things. I gave her my standard answer. “In a
manner of speaking.” I wasn’t going to admit to this poor sad woman
that I’d adopted the name when I was ten years old because I
thought I was merely playing a silly game.

Algie Pinkerton beamed at me as if I were
something wonderful when Mrs. Kincaid dragged me off. I didn’t feel
wonderful. I felt terrible when I looked back and saw Mrs. Lilley
standing there, looking small and lost and alone.

It was hard losing a husband and a cousin to
war, as I knew full well; but it must be pure hell to lose a child.
I couldn’t bear thinking about it. Not that I’d ever have children
if things continued the way they were going, since poor Billy was
unable to sire kids any longer. That was too unhappy a situation to
contemplate at present, so I concentrated on comparing the
sisters.

Mrs. Madeline Kincaid was a well-preserved
woman of middle age, maybe fifty or thereabouts. She had brown hair
that I imagined she dyed, because my ma was fifty, and she had gray
hair. Of course, Ma’d had to work for a living all her life, and
hard work might have faded the color from her hair follicles. I
understand that sometimes happens.

I don’t know for a fact that Mrs. Kincaid
dyed her hair, but she was a nice-looking woman. Not pretty
exactly, but nice, as in friendly and kind. Her clothes were
something wonderful. I’m sure she didn’t make them herself,
although they were custom-made, like her Ouija Board had been.
Well, I knew for a fact that she had a lady come in to her house
and sew for her, because I knew the lady, Mrs. Liljenwall, who was
a friend of my mother’s.

Mrs. Kincaid always dressed in the latest
fashions even though she was a teensy bit plump. She never looked
dowdy, though. She was tall enough to wear her clothes well in
spite of her heft.

Her sister, Ruth Lilley, was something else
again. She looked like she’d been through hell and come back
singed. She was very thin. Actually, emaciated is the word that
springs to mind when I think about Mrs. Lilley. I don’t know if she
she’d always been thin, or if she’d lost weight after her son was
killed overseas, but she could stand to borrow a few pounds from
her sister. She, too, was dressed in the height of fashion,
although she looked sort of as though somebody had thrown her dress
over her head while she wasn’t looking, like a department store
mannequin. Her gown was black and had an interesting lacy bodice,
her hair was a mousy brown and had recently been marcelled. And she
was as pale as a ghost.

Now I cultivate my interesting pallor for my
job. People don’t expect a medium to be robust and healthy-looking,
with rosy cheeks and a bouncy step. I can be bouncy and rosy enough
during the day when I’m with my friends and family, but when I’m
working I aim for wan and interesting. Mrs. Lilley’s face looked as
if somebody had deliberately and maliciously drained the color from
it.

In short, she looked sick, I felt sorry for
her, and I hoped I could help her at the séance. That probably
sounds strange, but the spiritualist business is strange and
there’s no getting away from it. Mrs. Kincaid interrupted my
comparison when she started introducing me to her other guests. It
was quite a mob.


Chapter Three






Mrs. Kincaid presented me to the other people
who were going to be attending the séance and to a few who weren’t,
thank God. When I’d first set eyes on that gang, I’d worried that
they all aimed to participate. That would have been cumbersome,
unwieldy, and difficult to manage, and I didn’t want to work with
such a huge mob.

Mrs. Kincaid reassured me on that point when
she whispered in my ear, “I’m only having eight at the séance,
Daisy. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to contend with much larger a
group.”

She was right as rain about that. I said,
“I’m glad. It’s more difficult to summon the spirits when there’s a
crowd. They can be shy in front of strangers.” It was sort of
funny—or maybe it wasn’t—but I could lay stuff like that on as
thick as paste and not even blink by this time.

“I thought sure that was so,” she said.
Mrs. Kincaid, on the other hand, was absolutely serious about this
séance stuff. “You probably know some of my guests
already.”

She was right about that, too. I’d done
séances for a few of the other women there, and I also already knew
Mr. Pinkerton and Father Frederick through other séances held at
Mrs. Kincaid’s house.

This was, however, the first time I’d seen
Mr. and Mrs. Kincaid’s son, Harold Larson Kincaid, since I’d grown
up. He was one of the few rich men’s sons I’d met who had only
three names, although two of them were last names. He seemed like a
nice fellow, of middle height, sort of soft, with brown hair, hazel
eyes that twinkled, and a jovial personality. He sure didn’t take
after his dad, bless him.

Harold exemplified the modern male. To me,
anyhow. Mind you, I didn’t really have any idea how the modern male
was supposed to look except by reading the movie magazines, but
even I could tell that he was dressed in a genuine, albeit casual,
Palm Beach suit, complete with belt sewed on across his back and
patch pockets. I imagined it was made of mohair or some other
expensive fabric and that it must have set his mother back a pretty
penny, unless Harold actually held a job, unlike all those lazy
fellows in Mr. Fitzgerald’s books who only played at working. He
was as sharp as a tack, in fact, and the sheen on him had been
buffed to perfection.

“Mrs. Majesty!” His voice was high and
loud, and his grin was really friendly. “It’s so good to meet you
at last. Mother talks about you constantly. I seem to recall a
little red-headed urchin selling blackberries at the back door a
few years ago.” He shook my hand heartily.

I didn’t mind him bringing up my penniless
past. What the heck; it was the truth and anyone who had lived in
Pasadena for a while knew all about it. I grinned back at him.
“That was me, all right. My sister Daphne and I used to pick
berries and wheel them around to all the big houses in our
wagon.”

He leaned over and whispered
conspiratorially, “It’s good that you changed professions, Mrs.
Majesty. Blackberries are seasonal, but gullibility lasts forever.”
He winked at me, and I knew he didn’t mean to be unkind.
Nevertheless, I felt it would be prudent to take him to task.

“Why, Mr. Kincaid, I don’t know what
you mean.”

He laughed. “Of course not. Here, Mrs.
Majesty. Let me introduce you to someone.” He grabbed my hand and
turned me around, and I darned near collapsed in a heap when, I
swear to heaven, I saw Billy standing there. The impression lasted
only a second, but it kicked my heart into high speed.

A soldier stood before the unlit fireplace,
his back to me. He was talking to Father Frederick, and he was so
tall and so slim and so jaunty, and he looked so much like
Billy when I’d married him, that I felt like bursting into tears
again. We Gumms are made of stern stuff, though, and I didn’t do
anything so stupid.

Besides, when I looked at him harder, I
realized the resemblance wasn’t as close as my first glimpse had
led me to think. This man was a little taller than Billy and had
shiny blond hair that curled like a girl’s. Billy’s hair was dark
and straight. Also, this man looked much less rugged than Billy
ever had. This guy had class. My Billy had class, too, but it was a
different sort. This man would look right at home playing a violin
in a symphony orchestra or dancing at a debutante ball. Billy,
until the tragedy, would have been more comfortable swinging a
baseball bat.

I had my nerves under control by the time we
reached the man and Father Frederick. The good Father smiled at me
warmly. We Gumms have always attended the First Methodist Episcopal
Church on Marengo and Colorado in Pasadena, and I’ve never set foot
in St. Mark’s, the Episcopal church on Washington between Los
Robles and Garfield, but if all Episcopal priests are as nice as
Father Frederick, I wouldn’t mind being an Episcopalian. I’d never
tell my ma that, though. She thinks Episcopalians, like their
Catholic kin, are idol-worshipers.

“Daisy Majesty,” Father Frederick said,
taking both my hands in his and squeezing them. “You look lovely
tonight, my dear. Quite spiritual.” He winked.

That’s another thing about Father Frederick:
He might be a priest, but he isn’t judgmental, and he knows how to
make a woman feel good about herself. It would be nice if more men,
and not all of them priests, did.

Harold tipped Father Frederick a wink in his
turn and turned to his friend, who wore the uniform of an Army
First Lieutenant. I guess most girls are suckers for a man in
uniform, but this fellow looked particularly good in his. Truth to
tell, he was about the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen, even
including Billy, who was mighty good looking even in his
wheelchair.

“Del,” said Harold, “look who I have
here.”

The man named Del smiled at me. His smile was
enough to make a good girl think bad thoughts.

“Mrs. Desdemona Majesty, please allow
me to present my best friend, former Lieutenant Delroy Crowe
Farrington. Del works at my father’s bank.” Another three-named
rich man, only this time all three were last names. “Del, this is
Mrs. Desdemona Majesty. She’ll be conducting Mother’s séance this
evening.” Harold put his hand up to frame his mouth, as if he were
imparting a big secret, and said to me, “Mother asked Del to wear
his uniform tonight. She thought poor Bartholomew might be lured
from beyond the grave more freely if he sensed another soldier
present.”

Unable to do anything more cogent at the
moment, I blinked and said, “Uh . . .”

Lieutenant Farrington took my hand and bowed
over it. Just like a duke or a prince or something. I swallowed.
Never, in my whole life, had I seen anything to rival him in looks
or manners. “How do you do?” His voice was smooth and rich. I
thought I detected a southern accent, but I’m no expert on such
things.

Although I felt unusually tongue-tied I
managed to say, “Very well, thank you,” as he lifted my hand and
brushed it with his lips. Pasadena, California, wasn’t overflowing
with hand-kissers, and I have to admit that my thundering heart
stumbled a tad.

“You have a wonderful name,
ma’am.”

After gulping—I’m usually pretty
self-possessed because it goes with the job, but this guy was
something else again—I said, “Thank you.” I almost added that I’d
chosen the name myself, but decided not to. “How do you do?”

“Very well, thank you.”

Lieutenant Farrington couldn’t possibly have
grown up in Pasadena, or I’d have known about him. Even though the
rich kids didn’t play with my type, we knew what went on in town,
and this fellow was new, or all the girls in Pasadena would have
been talking about him long before this.

“Um,” I added, interested because of
the Billy connection, “were you a soldier in the War?”

He grimaced. “Yes, unfortunately. Thank God,
I didn’t have to go farther afield than Cleveland, Ohio, during my
term of service.”

I nodded, agreeing with him that his service
had been fortunate, and wishing Billy’s could have been thus.

Luckily, Harold took over and guided the
conversation away from the recent tragedy. “Daisy is a real
master—or is it mistress? Oh, it doesn’t matter. Daisy is truly a
master of the mystical arts, Del. You’ll love getting to know
her.”

I didn’t know what to say. I mean, I didn’t
even know Harold Kincaid; how the heck was I supposed to get to
know Lieutenant Delroy Farrington? I murmured, “Nonsense,” because
I thought I should.

“Just look at her!” Harold continued,
flinging an arm out as if he were presenting me at a bathing-beauty
pageant. “Isn’t she simply perfect?”

“Harry, you’re disconcerting the lady,”
Mr. Farrington said, laughing.

“Not at all,” I said. Rather, I kind of
stammered. Okay, it’s embarrassing, but the fact is that I wasn’t
even twenty years old, and I still liked to look at, and be looked
at by, handsome men. I know I was a married woman, and I know I
shouldn’t even have noticed men like Lieutenant Delroy Farrington,
but who could help it? Since Lieutenant Farrington still had hold
of my hand, I shook his, recalling rather late that I was supposed
to be meeting him, not gawking at him.

Harold laughed, too. “I don’t mean to
embarrass you, Mrs. Majesty. I’m honestly impressed by your
demeanor and elegance. If I were to dress a medium for a moving
picture, I’d dress her just like you.”

“Thank you. I think.” In spite of
myself, I was beginning to enjoy these attentions, probably because
there was nothing malicious in Harold’s attitude, and he wasn’t
being flirty, as some men were even when they knew I was married.
Rather, it was as if he were complementing me on how well I’d
created my mediumistic persona. I appreciated his
appreciation.

Both men laughed again. “Harry’s impossible,
Mrs. Majesty, but he works in the pictures, so he’s constantly
thinking of things in terms of costuming and so forth.”

“I didn’t know that.” I looked upon
Harold with more interest. “Your work must be fascinating, Mr.
Kincaid.”

“It is, but I’m sure it’s not nearly as
fascinating as yours.”

“I don’t know about that. My husband
and I saw The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari last month, and it
gave both of us the creeps for days afterwards. It was much scarier
than anything I do.”

“Lord, I hope so.” Father Frederick
crossed himself, but I think he was making a little
joke.

Mrs. Kincaid rapped on a table to get
everyone’s attention then, so we had to stop conversing. I wanted
to find out more about the pictures, since they were about the only
refuge I had in those days. Even with Billy accompanying me I could
get lost in a good, engrossing moving picture. I saw Birth of a
Nation six times when it played at the Crown Theater.

I’d have loved to talk to Harold about
Charlie Chaplin and Mary Pickford and a lot of other actors and
actresses, but I guessed I wouldn’t have a chance now. And, since
we didn’t exactly run in the same circles, my chances of talking to
him after tonight were minimal. It looked as though I’d have to
keep reading the movie magazines.

Conversation ceased so fast at the sound of
Mrs. Kincaid’s rap that my ears rang, and everyone in the room
turned to look at her. I noticed expressions of mingled interest,
fear, and amusement on many faces, which was typical. People
pretended not to take my work seriously, but almost all of them
weren’t quite sure about it.

“Everyone who’s attending the séance,
let’s move to the dining room. It isn’t wise for Mrs. Majesty to
communicate with the living too much before a séance, she tells me,
because she has to maintain the spiritual aura she’s fostered
during her prior meditations.”

“That’s rich,” murmured Harold at my
side. “I’m terribly impressed, Mrs. Majesty.”

I decided I’d better not thank him again,
because people had turned around and were now staring at me.
Instead, I nodded graciously at Mrs. Kincaid and slathered on the
mystical aura, knowing my black clothes, pale skin, and dark red
hair added to the overall impression of ghostliness.

When Mrs. Kincaid spoke again, I started
searching for Mrs. Lilley in the room. She was standing against a
far wall and looked as if she wished she could disappear. I felt
really bad for her and vowed that I’d help her if I could.

A few people started moving to the drawing
room door, so I turned to Harold and Mr. Farrington. “I must leave
now. It’s been a pleasure meeting both of you.”

Mr. Farrington shook my hand like the
gentleman he was. Harold pumped it as if he were trying to get
water to spout. Father Frederick, who never attended my séances,
smiled one of his sweet smiles at me.

Harold said, “I intend to cultivate your
acquaintance, Mrs. Majesty. You’re too precious to lose.”

Whatever that meant. But it gave me something
to think about as I wafted to the door and down the hall.

# # #

I always entered the séance room before my
guests because I needed to make sure everything was set up the way
I wanted it. Not that there was much more to set up than the
cranberry lamp, but I liked to settle in; get myself in the mood,
if you know what I mean. Maybe this quiet time might be considered
meditation. I don’t know, but I needed it, especially since I hated
conducting séances in this room. I preferred to hold them in the
drawing room, but that room was full of people tonight.

The dining room bothered me, perhaps because
it had a musician’s gallery hanging out over the table. I know it
sounds silly coming from a medium, but the darned gallery spooked
me. I always had the feeling someone was lurking up there, and the
feeling gave me shivers. I did think that somebody like Mary
Roberts Rinehart might use a gallery like that in one of her books.
She could have a body fall out of it during a séance, for
instance.

Never mind. My imagination carries me away
sometimes.

Be that as it may, I wasn’t going to give up
a paying job just because the ambience in which I had to do it made
my spine tingle. A Gumm knows better. Therefore, after I made sure
the lamp was low enough and the chairs were the proper distance
apart, I removed my hat and my black gloves—according to my spiel,
you need a flesh-on-flesh connection if you expected to communicate
with the spirits—and went to the door and opened it. I always
ushered folks in to let them know who was in charge. I was, after
all, not quite twenty; I needed all the help I could get in the
being-in-charge department.

Good old Featherstone stood on the other side
of the open door. Now he never had any trouble looking as
though he were in charge, even when he wasn’t. He stood there, as
stiff as stone, with his nose and chin in the air as if he didn’t
care to look at the people he worked for, and ushered all the
ladies and gents into the room. He was a master of his art, old
Featherstone. I admired him tremendously.

Mrs. Kincaid stood beside her sister, holding
Mrs. Lilley by the hand. Poor Mrs. Lilley looked as if she’d have
rather been anywhere and doing pretty much anything other than
this. I took pity on her.

Smiling courteously, as usual, I extended a
hand to her. “Please come in, Mrs. Lilley. I assure you, this won’t
be difficult.”

Reluctantly, the woman entered the room. She
didn’t return my smile, but I didn’t hold that against her. I felt
too sorry for her for that.

“Where would you like me to sit?” Her
voice was low and it sounded as reluctant as she
appeared.

“Beside me, if you please,” I answered,
sitting at the head of the table and waving at the chair to my
left.

She walked slowly to the chair I’d indicated
and sank into it with a sigh. Her every movement seemed to be
carried out with difficulty, as if it were hard for her to come up
with the strength to exist, much less move. I patted her hand and
gave her a soothing smile, hoping to impart some of my strength to
her.

Mrs. Kincaid sat at my right. The darned
gallery loomed over all of us like the wing of an enormous black
bat. I saw Harold and Lieutenant Farrington enter the room. They
sat together opposite me. Harold grinned like an imp, although
Lieutenant Farrington appeared sober enough. Good thing. It would
be terrible if I burst out laughing when I was supposed to be
summoning the dead. It was also a good thing that the light was so
low I wouldn’t have Lieutenant Farrington’s gorgeous face to
ignore. It was difficult enough to maintain my air of mystery and
mastery with Featherstone standing beside the door, looking
superior.

After everyone had settled into their chairs,
which always took a while, although I don’t know why, Featherstone
shut the door and I scanned my audience. Mrs. Walsh was there; her
husband had made a fortune manufacturing chewing gum. The Walshes
lived in an estate an acre or two down the street from the Kincaids
and had a huge orange grove behind their house. It smelled really
good on Orange Grove Boulevard in the springtime. I’d done two
séances for Mrs. Walsh that had gone quite well. There were a
couple of new faces, and I hoped they’d be impressed enough to hire
me, too. Every time I did a séance, I picked up new customers. It
was one of the benefits of my line of work.

When chit-chat ceased, which happened after
everyone realized I was being silent and staring at them—it always
unsettled them—I spoke in my cultured, low, séance voice. “I’m
going to ask Featherstone to turn the electrical lights off now.” I
nodded at the butler, who only acknowledged my request by carrying
it out. He didn’t even glance at me. I always got the impression
Featherstone didn’t admire me as much as I admired him.

The room went black. It was only after folks
got used to the decreased level of light that the red lamp made an
impression.

“Everyone please take hands,” I
instructed, keeping my voice soft and as mysterious as possible.
“We are going to attempt to communicate with Mrs. Lilley’s son this
evening.” Because I felt so sorry for her, I squeezed her hand
lightly. I don’t know for sure, but I think she appreciated the
gesture, because she returned the pressure.

Somebody sighed and somebody else coughed.
Things like that always happened. Stray noises had stopped
bothering me about seven years before. I didn’t pay any attention
to them any longer.

“In order to communicate with the
spirits, I will have to go into a trance-like state. If the spirits
are happy with us, my control will join us soon. I will need
absolute silence in the meantime.”

It was stuff and nonsense, of course. They
could have chattered away like magpies and it wouldn’t have made
any difference, because it was all a sham. I’d come to understand
that people needed the trappings that went along with the séance,
though, so I always strove to give them a good show.

A few shuffles of a few feet constituted
silence according to these séance attendees. I could tell the group
was receptive and that they were eager for me to commune with their
ghosts. Sometimes you could sense a skeptic in the group, but this
time everything seemed fine and dandy. The red lamp did its part in
mesmerizing people. After a little while of thinking about spirits
and staring at the red lamp, almost anyone could conjure up a ghost
if he tried hard enough. I moved my act along by slumping slightly
in my chair after a few minutes of maintaining relative quiet in
the room.

Mrs. Kincaid, who had been through this
before and knew what my slump presaged, tightened her hold on my
right hand. It hurt a little, but since I was supposed to be
falling under the influence of Rolly—Raleigh—whoever he was—I
didn’t flinch. On my left, Mrs. Lilley’s hand fluttered slightly,
as if she were unsure what was going on.

Now came the fun part.

In an accent I’d been cultivating since my
tenth year, and which I’d modeled on a phonograph record featuring
John Barrymore playing Macbeth, I rolled out my Rolly
introduction.

“Och, m’love, ye’ve come nigh to me
again.” I had to lower my voice an octave, but I just adored doing
the Scottish burr. If I didn’t value my livelihood so much, I might
have used it in the neighborhood, but I couldn’t afford to
jeopardize my medium business by playing around with an accent. I
also made Rolly refer to me as “m’love,” since we were supposed to
have been soul mates a thousand years or so before. I hate to admit
it, but it was nice to think some man had once cherished me madly,
even if he was make-believe, not to mention a thousand years’
dead.

“Oh, my,” whispered my left-hand
neighbor, Mrs. Lilley. I hoped she wasn’t going to panic, so I
hurried on with my mediumistic part in this farce.

“Rolly,” said I, in an overjoyed sort
of voice. “I’m so glad you could join us.”

“M’love,” I said. Or he said. Oh, you
know what I mean. “I am yours to command.”

Would that it were true. I could use some
strong male person at my command. “Rolly, another new spirit has
crossed over to your plane, alas, another victim of the Great
War.”

“Och,” said Rolly, and I was pleased to
hear the sadness in his voice. I was really good at
this.

“This young man is the son of Mrs.
Lilley, and his name is Bartholomew Lilley, Rolly. He was killed in
France.” Next to me, I heard Mrs. Lilley give a muffled sob. I felt
wretched all of a sudden.

However, I persisted. I had Rolly offer the
sympathy I felt. “Och, such a loss, such a loss. ‘Tis a crime to
send young lads off to perish in wars.” I thought about having him
say something about the futility of war, but decided that would
probably just make Mrs. Lilley feel worse, if such a thing was
possible.

“Have you encountered Bartholomew
Lilley, Rolly?” I asked, striving for a sweet, consoling tone of
voice. I wanted to hug Mrs. Lilley and let her use my shoulder to
cry on.

Rolly didn’t answer at once. I did this from
time to time, especially when I was being asked to communicate with
a new spirit. So to speak. Sometimes I get to feeling really
ridiculous when I try to describe my work.

When I felt Mrs. Lilley getting tense, I
decided I’d waited long enough. Gently prodding, I said,
“Rolly?”

“Aye, lass. Aye. Another moment,
m’love. I think—yes. Yes, I have summoned Bartholomew
Lilley.”

Mrs. Lilley cried out this time. Mrs. Kincaid
whispered harshly, “Hush, Ruth! This is the important part.”

I wished I could run interference between the
sisters, but I was supposed to be in a trance. Fortunately, Mrs.
Lilley didn’t get hysterical or anything. She was tense, though. I
could feel the tension coursing from her body to mine.

You know, I guess I truly must be a little
sensitive to mystical auras and stuff like that, because I honestly
felt some sort of new force in the room. It should have been a
prickly sensation but oddly enough, the force made me feel better.
It was like a benevolent energy. I can’t really explain it, and I
don’t expect anyone to believe me, but I swear that it might as
well have been the spirit of Mrs. Lilley’s son arriving in order to
console his mother.

That probably sounds creepy, but it wasn’t.
Anyhow, even if it was creepy, I wouldn’t have run away from it. We
Gumms are a tough lot, and I had a job to do. Therefore, I stuck.
“Rolly,” I said, “does Bartholomew have a message for his mother?
She misses him terribly and mourns him every minute of every
day.”

Mrs. Lilley squeezed my hand again, and I
felt like a rat. That had never stopped me before, and it didn’t
stop me then. “Yes,” Rolly said. “Bartholomew wishes his mother to
be at ease. He is happy here, with his kin.”

“His kin?” Mrs. Lilley whispered
desperately. “Does he mean my father and grandfather and
grandmother?”

I felt like saying, “Beats me,” but didn’t.
Rather, good medium that I was, I said, “Rolly?”

Rolly said, “He is with his kinfolk who
passed before him.” I don’t know what made me add the next part,
but I did. “And your cousin Paul is with him, too, me darlin’
Daisy. Guiding him in his new home.” It’s stupid and I know it, but
thinking of Paul and Mrs. Lilley’s son as friends made me feel
better. Rolly continued. “Aye, and he wishes his mother”—I had him
pronounce it something like “mither,”—”not to grieve overmuch. He
will be here to welcome her when her time comes.”

Another sob from Mrs. Lilley. I hastened to
have Rolly add, “And not before. Bartholomew begs his mother to
remain a true Christian woman. There’s much left she needs to do on
the earthly plane before she joins Bartholomew in the
hereafter.”

Before the war, I never once thought about
preventing possible suicides among those I served, but since the
war I’d been thinking about it a lot. People who are lost in grief
are liable to do anything, and I felt a responsibility to let them
know their loved ones didn’t want them to join them on the Other
Side before God called them. If you know what I mean.

All right, I suppose it sounds silly. It
didn’t seem silly to me at the time. And I expect it didn’t seem
silly to Mrs. Lilley or Mrs. Kincaid, either.

This time, a sigh emanated from the woman on
my left. It was better than a sob.

What happened next wasn’t better than
anything. Overcome by the mystical drama of the moment (I did
mention that I’m good at my job, didn’t I?) a young woman named
Medora Louise Trunick uttered a heart-rending moan, slid out of her
chair and landed with a plunk on the dining room floor. The plunk
would have been louder if she’d weighed more, but she was as skinny
as Pudge Wilson. I’d seen Medora making eyes at Lieutenant
Farrington in the drawing room earlier, so I chalked up this
theatrical moment to her desire to make an impression.

The interruption startled everyone into jumps
and gasps of alarm. Harold leaped up from the table and ran for the
light switch. His mother, I presume fearing for my spiritual
health, hissed at him not to do it, because the light might do
something awful but unspecified to my humble self who was, if
you’ll recall, supposed to be lost in a trance and communing with a
bunch of dead people.

To say that I was vexed would be an
understatement. I could have whacked the fallen woman. I wasn’t
allowed that luxury. Rather, I had to mutter a few disjointed
syllables, look dazed, blink several times, and press a hand to my
brow, as if I were awakening from a trance—which was the whole
point.


Chapter Four






Medora’s fainting spell ended the séance.
Harold, thwarted in his attempt to shed light on the subject,
rushed back to Medora and stood looking down at her as if he, too,
wished he could smack her. Lieutenant Farrington was already
kneeling beside her, chafing her hands and murmuring soft words. It
was probably better that he, and not Harold, was tending to the
stricken woman, given the latter’s facial expression.

I watched these ministrations through
slightly slitted eyes, thinking malevolently that I’d like to do
more than chafe those delicate, never-worked-a-day-in-their-life
hands. Since I was supposed to be recovering from summoning the
dead, I didn’t say a word, but only continued to murmur a few
incoherent phrases here and there as Mrs. Kincaid did her best to
revive me.

“We need light,” Harold announced
peevishly, fists planted firmly on hips. “Can’t I turn on the
switch yet?”

Since I didn’t need anyone, and especially
not a Kincaid, getting cranky because of me, I sped up my recovery.
It wasn’t more than fifteen seconds later that I blinked, smiled
wanly, and said, “Why aren’t the lights on?” An instant later, they
were. I pretended to see Medora on the floor for the first time and
murmured, “Oh, my. Whatever happened?”

Harold snarled, “She fainted.”

“Oh, dear,” I said in a weak voice. “I
hope it was nothing I—”

“Nonsense,” Mrs. Kincaid said as
sternly as she could, which wasn’t very. “You were wonderful,
Daisy.”

“Yes,” whispered Mrs. Lilley. I’d
almost forgotten about her in the muted uproar then transpiring in
the dining room. “Thank you so much.”

I turned my head and blinked a couple of
times at her, trying to convey my interest and also my state of
trance-induced befuddlement. “Oh? What happened?”

“I told you,” said Harold. “She
fainted.”

“She means during the séance, darling,”
his fond mother said soothingly.

“Ah.” Harold grinned at me, which was a
definite improvement over the scowl he’d been directing floorwards
at Medora. “Yes, indeedy, Mrs. Majesty. You were superb. In fact,
you were better than that. You were absolutely magnificent. Called
old Bartie right up, you did.”

“Harold.” This time Mrs. Kincaid
sounded as if she were issuing a warning. Since she was a kind,
rather ineffectual disciplinarian, I’m sure Harold wasn’t
frightened in the least, but I appreciated her trying to call a
halt to his cynical enjoyment of my efforts at communing with the
dear departed.

“She’s coming around.”

Thank God for Lieutenant Farrington and his
interruption, because Harold had opened his mouth, I feared to
spout more jolly comments. His friend’s words made him transfer his
attention back to Medora.

“Good,” said he. “Let’s heave her up
onto her chair, old boy.” Intending to suit the action to the
words, he reached for one of Medora’s more grabbable
appendages.

“For heaven’s sake, Harold. Don’t put
her on the chair. She might fall out of it again.” Mrs. Kincaid
left me in her sister’s care and hurried to her son’s side. “Please
carry her into the back parlor. Thank you, Del.” She smiled sweetly
at Lieutenant Farrington.

Everyone but Mrs. Lilley and I trooped out of
the room. Although I don’t generally press the point that talking
to dead people is an exhausting business, that’s part of the
performance, so I didn’t dare perk up right away. I was glad Mrs.
Lilley seemed satisfied with my work or the evening might have been
a complete disaster.

“Are you all right, Mrs. Majesty?” she
asked tenderly. Nice woman. I truly hoped my act would help her
cope with her devastating loss.

“I’m . . . fine,” I said with just a
jot of breathlessness.

“Are you well enough to stand, or would
you like me to bring you something first? Tea? Water?”

This was getting ridiculous. I wasn’t the one
with the problem here; it was Mrs. Lilley. Yet here she was, trying
to help me. I decided I’d acted faint for long enough. “I’m fine.
Thank you so much for your concern. Sometimes it takes me a little
while to recover from a trance, but I’m feeling quite fine now.” I
turned to her and took her hand. “Did your son come through, Mrs.
Lilley? I had hoped to be able to find him for you, through Rolly.”
It was my custom to pretend to recall nothing from one of my
séances, once I was under the spell of my control.

Her smile was as radiant as a woman who
looked like a wraith could produce. “Yes, dear. My darling
Bartholomew came through. He sounded just like himself, too.”

Well, that was a wonder. I pressed her hand.
“I’m so glad.”

“You’re really a marvel, Mrs. Majesty.
You ought to be so proud of the usefulness of your
work.”

I wished Billy could have been there to hear
her. He probably wouldn’t have believed it anyway. But there was no
use fretting over what couldn’t be. Besides, the party seemed to be
getting away from me, so I stood up, making sure I held on to the
table for support. Not that I needed any. “Thank you,” I said
modestly. “I do try to use the gifts God has seen fit to give me to
good purpose.”

We walked out of the dining room together,
Mrs. Lilley holding my arm, supporting me. She had it exactly
backwards, but this, too, was part of my job, so I allowed her to
help me. Then again, perhaps her believing she was being of use to
me was one more step toward her own recovery. People seem to like
knowing other people need them. On a personal level, I was kind of
tired of helping everybody, especially Billy, but I didn’t resent
it too much.
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