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Violet was late.

Edie drew aside the thick velvet curtains of the smallest drawing room in the second-best hotel in Sacramento and peered out into the evening. The gas lamps had been lit over an hour ago, and, as far as she could tell, there was no sign of a fire or any other natural disaster brewing anywhere in the city that would prevent her sister from returning on time.

There was the last shopkeeper locking up his door for the night, donning his hat as he set out into the cool spring evening. A steady row of carriages trundled down K Street, windows open to reveal silk sleeves and feathered hats. Freshly brewed coffee from the night-lunch wagons perfumed the air, mixing with the ever-present odor of manure made even stronger thanks to the stable yards across the street.

Everyone and everything exactly where they should be. Except for her twin sister. Who was late.

Edie pulled the window shut and tugged the curtains into place with a little more force than necessary, groaning when the swish of the tasseled velvet stirred up a gust of air and blew out a candle on the table behind her. Those three paraffin candles were the only source of light in the little hotel drawing room. She’d had a devil of a time persuading the porter to extinguish the globe lights on the gaudy gas chandelier that hung from the ceiling (the second-best hotel in Sacramento had not yet been fitted for electric lighting).

But, miss. You won’t be able to see!

Well, yes. That was entirely the point. How was anyone expected to conduct a proper séance if the client could see everything?

But, of course, she hadn’t said that. Instead, she’d simpered and complained about a headache. When in doubt, always complain about a headache.

Now Edie pulled a box of matches from the silk pouch in her pocket. A rich aroma of dried herbs wafted out from the pouch, but she cinched the drawstring tight before the scent could pull up any memories. Then she relit the doused candle and returned the matchbox to its place.

The hotel porter would grow used to their methods soon enough. He’d have to, seeing as how this was only the first of many séances she and Violet would be conducting here while their Spiritualist tour was in town. Edie dropped to her knees and crouched under the round table, double-checking the thin piece of wire she’d looped around one of the chair legs. Next, she tested the unassuming piece of wood she’d wedged under the table, perfectly placed for a bit of levitation when the time was right.

Why anyone thought a spirit would make itself known by rattling the furniture was a mystery to her, but it’s what paying customers expected, so it’s what they did.

A familiar laugh trilled in the hall outside. It was followed by a male voice, pitched low. Edie stomped across the drawing room and swung open the door, her eyebrows raised.

“You’re late.”

A tumult of pink and black fabric soon resolved itself into two distinct figures. The first was a young man who looked to be about eighteen or nineteen, dressed in a well-tailored black suit. An unfortunate oiled handlebar mustache took up the majority of his face, making him look very much like a walrus.

Next to him was a seventeen-year-old girl wearing a pink silk dress trimmed with all the latest trifles. A monstrosity Edie still had trouble looking at without feeling a pain in her chest, since it had cost the twins the equivalent of an entire month of work. Her auburn hair was swept back into a chignon with a few fashionable curls framing her round, rosy face.

The walrus boy had the good grace to flush crimson at the sudden interruption. Edie’s twin sister Violet, however, flashed a big bright smile, as if nothing in the world could ever be amiss.

“Edie!” she cried out in that musical voice of hers. “I’m dying to introduce you. Mr. John Billingsly, may I present my twin sister? Miss Edith Bond.”

“Twins!” The walrus boy clapped his hands together in glee and then made a hasty bow. “By God, I thought I was seeing double. If it weren’t for the hair—he made a vague gesture toward his head—“well, I’d have thought I’d gone mad.”

Edie’s hand went automatically to her hair before she could stop herself. It was a self-conscious gesture. One she had tried—and failed—to curb.

Violet and Edie were identical in almost every way—from the outside, at least. As newborns, they’d both possessed the same upturned noses, bright green eyes, and tufts of auburn hair. Violet’s auburn had grown deeper and more complex with age, whereas Edie’s had gone the opposite direction, becoming paler with each passing year until it was almost white.

Edie fixed the walrus with her coldest stare. “Yes. How incredibly clever of you to figure it out.” He opened his mouth to respond, but Edie cut him off. “And while I’m sure it’s a pleasure to meet you, I’m afraid we must say good night. Violet is late for an engagement.”

“Edie!” Her sister slapped a hand to her chest with the same dramatic animation that had raised eyebrows at their town’s yearly Christmas tableaux when their Sunday school teacher made the mistake of casting her as Mary. “Mr. Billingsly, please ignore my sister. She can be exceedingly rude.” She directed the last word to her twin with a pointed look, but Edie ignored her.

“I may be rude, but you are late.”

Edie reached out, took her sister by the elbow, and pulled her inside the drawing room.

The walrus puffed up his chest, as if he meant to protest Edie’s handling of her own sister, but Violet only laughed and flashed him one of her show-stopping smiles. “Looks like the jig is up tonight. Come to the Metropolitan on Saturday, all right?”

Edie closed the door in the walrus’s face before he could respond.

Violet spun out of Edie’s grasp as soon as the door closed. “Honestly, Edie. Do you have to be so awful? John’s a theater manager, for pity’s sake. He thinks I have real talent.”

Edie couldn’t help it. She rolled her eyes.

“Oh, stuff it. He’s very well-connected in San Francisco, I’ll have you know. And in New York.”

Edie crossed her arms. “Oh he is, is he? A man of his age and wisdom—”

“Must you think the worst of everyone? It so happens theater is a family business and his father—”

“I don’t care if he claims to own all of Broadway, Vi! Miss Crocker will be here any minute—”

“And I am here,” said Violet, peeling off her gloves. “Ready to work.”

“Does that also mean you read the list I gave you?”

Violet removed her hat and hung it on a rack by the door.

“Vi. Did you read it? We have to be prepared—”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Edie. It’s a darned cat!”

Under normal circumstances, Edie might have laughed. As it was, she couldn’t help the hint of a smile tugging at her lips. It really was one of their more ridiculous appointments, and they’d had their fair share of odd requests since taking up the spirit-medium profession a year ago.

Miss Crocker was an old maid. A very rich old maid; and her cat, whom she’d inexplicably named Thomas, had been her only real companion. She’d been inconsolable since his death a month ago and wanted to contact him one last time.

“Well,” said Edie. “Yes, technically it’s the spirit of a cat. But he was really more like a relative—”

A giggle from Violet interrupted Edie. Followed by a hiccup. Violet’s eyes filled with tears as she tried to contain her laughter.

“Yes, I suppose it’s all rather funny, but—”

“Funny?” croaked Violet, whose shoulders were now shaking. She reached into the pocket of her dress and pulled out the list Edie had left on the night table of their hotel room that morning. For a percentage of their fee, Mr. Huddle, the man in charge of their traveling Spiritualist tour, assisted in collecting useful information on the deceased spirit a client wanted to contact. Normally this would be particulars on the hobbies, interests, and affectations of a dearly departed relative. But in this case . . .

“Outward appearance? Black tuxedo,” said Violet, reading off the list. “Favorite meal? Chicken liver, raw and chopped. And, last but not least, favorite pastimes: lying in the sun, clawing the sofa.”

Violet looked up from the list, tears of laughter streaming down her face. “Edie. Come on.”

The last bit of tension between them popped, and something loosened in Edie’s chest. And then she was laughing, too. Great big wheezes that sent her sister into further fits of giggles. They laughed like that for a solid minute, until Violet was forced to sit down, and Edie was bent double, gripping the back of a rosewood chair.

“Can you imagine a worse fate?” asked Violet, her breathing slowly falling back under control. “For the great love of your life to be nothing more than a dirty little cat?”

Violet shook her head in horror; but for her part Edie merely shrugged and pulled out a handkerchief to wipe her eyes. She had no wish to quarrel with her twin over the nature of love, but privately she disagreed. Their mother had loved their father once; and if that’s how love with a person turned out, Edie would take the cat.

There was a knock on the drawing room door, and all thoughts of mothers and fathers and love flew from Edie’s mind. She straightened up and shoved the chair back into place.

“Just a moment,” she called out. Then, in a low whisper to Violet, she said, “I know you think this is ridiculous, but you will do your best, won’t you? Miss Crocker is likely to speak to Mary Sutton, and a good word would—”

“Yes, yes. Little fish, big fish. I quite understand, Edie. I’ll behave, I promise.”

As if to show she meant business, Violet settled herself into a chair and placed both hands palm-down on the table. Then, in her best, most spiritual voice, she called out, “You may enter.”

The wiry old porter opened the door to admit a stout woman in a swath of black crepe. Her widow’s veil fell several feet down her back. Behind her, Edie distinctly heard Violet stifle a laugh.

It was rather a lot, to don full mourning for the loss of a cat.

The porter gave Edie a suspicious once-over, clearly still put off about the chandelier incident, before primly closing the door.

“Miss Crocker.” Edie bobbed her head and took care to keep her voice low and solemn. “I am deeply sorry for your loss. Please, take a seat. My sister Violet and I will do what we can to bring you some measure of peace.”

Edie offered her arm. Miss Crocker took it and squeezed her hand eagerly. “Thank you, my dear. I know it’s not common, but I do miss him dearly.”

A wave of sympathy rose up in Edie, and for the length of a second she almost wished they could summon the poor woman’s cat.

Edie settled Miss Crocker at Violet’s right hand and took her place on her sister’s left. “Now, before we begin,” said Edie, her tone delicate, “there is the matter of—”

“Oh yes, of course.” Miss Crocker’s hand dove into her silk drawstring reticule and re-emerged with a bank note. Edie palmed the note quickly and slipped it into her pocket. Then she glanced over at Violet, who gave her a subtle nod of her head. They were ready to begin.

“Now,” said Edie. “If we could all hold hands.”

The three women interlaced their hands.

“Shall we begin with a hymn?”

Edie hated this part of the charade. But the sisters had found that beginning with a hymn tended to settle the old biddies who had any lingering doubts about the properness of summoning spirits.

Jesus Christ himself, Edie had often said to a wavering customer, returned as a spirit with his resurrection. So surely our work here cannot go against God.

They began with the first verse of “In the Sweet Bye and Bye.”

There’s a land that is fairer than day,

And by faith we can see it afar.

Violet’s voice was sweet and pure, Edie’s characteristically flat. But it was Miss Crocker who was the star of the trio. The old lady held nothing back. Her off-key mezzo-soprano thundered in the little drawing room.

For the Father waits over the way

To prepare us a dwelling place there.

In the sweet bye and bye.

Sometimes, when the religious mumbo-jumbo really got on her nerves, Edie would content herself with imagining their father’s reaction if he found out this was how his daughters were making use of their religious education.

Not that she had any intention of his finding out.

They finished the hymn, and silence descended. After a few calculated breaths, Violet lit the dish of dried lavender at the center of the table—the smoke from the herb was a signature part of their act—and then her soft, dreamlike voice filled the room. “I feel the presence of a spirit among us.”

Edie’s foot found the wooden board she’d wedged underneath the table. Carefully, slowly, she put pressure on the board until the table beneath them appeared to rise off the ground.

“The spirits are here!” cried Miss Crocker.

“Hush!” admonished Edie. “My sister has fallen into a trance.”

And indeed, Violet’s head was thrown back and her eyes were closed. Edie pressed down with her foot on the board again, this time shaking the table until one of the candles in the center sputtered out.

“The candle has gone out,” whispered Edie, awe in her voice.

Miss Crocker gasped but dared not speak again.

Edie had doctored the candle, of course, trimming the wick short and digging out the wax so that, as the table shook, the molten wax put out the flame.

Violet’s head jerked up and her spine snapped straight. With her body at attention and her eyes closed, she looked not unlike a puppet being controlled with a string. Edie had no desire to encourage Violet’s impractical love for the stage, but the truth was, her sister was quite the talented actress.

“Margie?” Violet’s voice croaked. Edie had been wondering what kind of voice she’d choose for the cat and was amused to see that Violet had gone for the tenor of an old man. It made sense. The cat had been ancient when he finally died.

“Thomas? Is that you?”

One look at the eager shine in Miss Crocker’s eyes, at the nodding and bobbing of her head, and Edie knew she needn’t have bothered with the theatrics after all. This woman had arrived, as so many did, ready to believe whatever they told her.

“Dear Margie,” croaked Violet. “I miss you so.”

Tears flowed freely down Miss Crocker’s face as she leaned across the table, and a series of questions were asked and answered.

Was he happy in the afterlife?

Yes, quite pleased. There was lots of fish.

Did he miss her at all?

He missed her terribly. But couldn’t she feel that he watched over her? That he was with her always, only on a different plane?

Miss Crocker admitted that yes, she had thought she’d felt his presence, only she hadn’t been sure.

“Are you really always with me, Thomas? No matter where I go?”

“Always,” intoned Violet. Only Edie could detect the twinkle of laughter under her words. “Wherever there is a patch of sun, know I am there.”

Miss Crocker sighed, and a blissful smile took over her face.

“Only I must go now, my dear,” said Violet. “Know I love you always and I—”

A cough cut Violet’s final goodbye short. She cleared her throat and opened her mouth to speak again, but another cough overtook her.

This was not part of the act.

Miss Crocker turned to Edie; her eyebrows raised. “Is she quite all right?”

“Yes.” Her voice was calm, but her eyes were searching Violet. “I’m sure it’s just the . . . um, the tickle of the spirit. They can be quite . . . wriggly.”

Violet coughed again. A deep, guttural sound.

And that’s when Edie felt it. A cool breeze on the back of her neck.

On her left, Miss Crocker turned toward the window, no doubt assuming the breeze had come from a gust of night air. Edie took advantage of the woman’s momentary lapse in attention to close her own eyes and reach out to feel for the Veil between life and death.

Except it wasn’t there. Or, rather, it was there, but it was thinner than it ought to be. Gossamer instead of the normal thick bolt of silk.

The Veil thinned whenever a death occurred, but this was more than a single death would usually warrant. Had Violet done it on purpose? She’d lit the lavender, but the plan had never been to call a spirit through, seeing as how the spirit in question was a cat.

Edie opened her eyes and squeezed Violet’s hand. Silently asking the question. Is this you?

Violet kept her eyes closed but answered with a small shake of her head. She hadn’t done this.

A strangled sort of giggle erupted from the back of Miss Crocker’s throat. She’d turned back from the window—no doubt discovering it was shut—and was now looking back and forth between the sisters with wide eyes, her lips parted in the beginning stages of shock.

Violet squeezed Edie’s hand. One quick burst. I’ve got this.

A signal that Violet would discreetly handle whatever was happening with the Veil, which meant it was Edie’s job to keep Miss Crocker calm.

It was for this exact reason that the twins faked most of their séances. Because while it was one thing to play at receiving messages from loved ones beyond the grave—or loved cats, in this case—it was quite another to truly feel the reality of death. That cold tingling at the back of your mind. The shivers up and down your spine. It was, frankly, upsetting to most people. People who thought of contacting spirits as nothing more than a parlor game to pass the time.

Edie cleared her throat, preparing to divert the old lady’s attention. But then, just before she spoke, her stomach lurched and her head swam.

Something had moved in death.

But it wasn’t the light touch of a curious spirit drawn to the lavender smoke. No. There was a heaviness to the movement that set her teeth on edge.

Unbidden, a memory surged into her mind. Another spirit that hadn’t felt right, and a sudden, unexplainable thinning of the Veil.

Edie’s heart thudded against her chest. Before she was aware of what she was doing, she lurched forward, grabbed an empty teacup saucer from the table, and slammed it down hard on top of the dish of lavender, cutting off the steady spiral of smoke.

Miss Crocker jumped, letting out a little squeal at the crash of dish on dish.

Violet’s eyes flew open a second later. Wide and confused. She pinned Edie with a questioning stare. What was that?

But Edie only shook her head. Her heart was still pounding, her breathing shallow and tight. She closed her eyes briefly, feeling again for the Veil. It was still thin. But whatever presence she’d felt in death was gone.

Violet narrowed her eyes at Edie. Edie responded by tilting her head toward the old lady. Violet huffed but then dropped back into character. She threw her head back, sucked in a great gasp of air, and cried, “I feel him depart! The spirit has left this plane!”

Miss Crocker shook her head. “Thomas, wait! Come back!”

“He has gone!” chimed in Edie.

Across the table, Violet raised her eyebrows again in question, but Edie ignored her, rising instead to help Miss Crocker out of her seat. “Come, ma’am, you’ve had quite an ordeal. We’ll have someone fetch you tea.”

“I do think,” said the old woman, allowing herself to be led, “that I might take something a mite stronger. To calm my nerves, you know.”

“Of course,” murmured Edie. The queasiness in her stomach was gone, but her head was still dizzy. It took an effort to keep her face neutral and serene. “I’m sure that can be arranged.”

Edie opened the door for her, but, before going through, the old woman paused and turned to look at her with an eager, hopeful face. “He seemed . . . happy. Didn’t he, dear?”

Edie met the older woman’s eyes, her heart softening at the need she saw in them. “Yes, ma’am. I think Thomas has found a great deal of peace in the afterlife.”

Miss Crocker continued staring at Edie for a long, drawn-out moment. Then she gave her a watery smile and nodded her head. “Yes, my dear. I do believe you’re right.” She sighed and patted Edie’s arm. “Well, lead the way. I’m quite shaky, and a tipple of brandy is what my old bones need.”

Edie nodded back at the lady. She could feel her sister’s eyes boring into the back of her head, but she didn’t turn around. Violet would want to know why she’d ended the séance so abruptly, and Edie needed time to formulate an answer that would satisfy her twin. So she kept her eyes fixed on Miss Crocker, leading her through the door and into the room beyond.
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—Printz Award—wmmng author Nima LaCour
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