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          Chapter 1

        

        Week 2, Instructor Calendar, Sept 1896

      

    

    
      
        
        Hartford Women’s College

        

      

      Literature professor Concordia Wells could not understand why such a fuss was being made over old objects that smelled like musty curtains. They weren’t even books, which at least would have been understandable. Nonetheless, assembled in this lecture hall- turned-exhibit room were faculty, staff, assorted city dignitaries, and even a newspaper reporter, gathered around display cases of supposed treasures in the newly opened College Gallery of Antiquities.

      It was a congenial space for such a purpose. Plenty of natural light was provided by flanking rows of tall, pointed Gothic windows that reached nearly to the ceiling. The well-polished oak wainscoting, original to the building from its construction in 1822—when the college was a ladies’ seminary—lent a collegiate dignity to the hall, a promise of permanence for those who might consider future gifts.

      “Colonel—may I ask what prompted your donation of Egyptian artifacts to the college?” The question came from the reporter at The Courant, scribbling rapid notes as he spoke. He was an older man, with a tall and muscular build, and large hands that swallowed up the tiny pencil in his grip. A well-worn bowler was pushed back and out of the way on his head as he bent over his notes.

      Concordia pictured reporters as rabbit-like and underfed, their thin quivering noses always poking into the next story. This man looked more like the robust expressmen along Main Street, who hefted bulky packages as easily as feather pillows.

      Colonel Adams, the collection’s principal benefactor, frowned in annoyance at being interrupted in the midst of his dry lecture on Ancient Egypt.  “I have long taken an interest in our local women’s college. Now, recently retired from my military career, I have had more time to sort through the items.”

      Concordia wriggled her toes in cramped boots and let her mind drift. What prompted this donation, the newspaperman had asked. She suppressed a sigh.

      Actually, it had all begun with a knife.

      A seventeenth-century European bodice dagger, to be precise. She’d found it last year, while rummaging for props to use in the senior class production of Macbeth. Later, it had turned up in the chest of a college staff member. Last spring’s murder caused a local sensation from which the school was still trying to recover.

      The discovery that the rhinestones at the base of the knife handle were in fact diamonds, and that the weapon was a rare historical artifact, sparked the idea of starting an exhibit at the college through further donations of antiquary. The college expanded the history department in order to catalogue and maintain the collection.

      So she blamed the knife, which she’d had the misfortune to find in the first place, for her presence here. She tried not to think about the stack student themes she had left to grade.

      The newspaperman had more questions. “Then your collection is an extensive one, sir?  This is not the entirety of it?”

      Concordia frowned. It seemed a strange inquiry, as the reporter was here to gather facts about the pieces in front of him, not the things that weren’t there.

      “Oh, no, indeed. The colonel’s collection of antiquities is considerable,” a woman chimed in, moving closer to Colonel Adams and putting a proprietary hand on his arm. She was a comely, golden-haired lady in her thirties, her slim-waisted walking dress of hunter green setting off her curvaceous figure. Next to the white-haired-and-mustached colonel, she looked to be his daughter, but Concordia knew she was Lydia Adams, Colonel Adams’ recent second wife. And, therefore, the stepmother to Concordia’s closest friend Sophia.

      Was Sophia here?  Surely, her friend would attend the event that featured her father so prominently, despite the settlement work that kept her busy. Concordia and Sophia, both in their late twenties, had been friends since childhood. Neither of them was married: Concordia was busy with teaching at the college, and Sophia spent the majority of her time working with the poor at Hartford Settlement House, to the ongoing disapproval of her family. Especially Colonel Adams.

      Concordia glanced from side to side, but people were too closely bunched together for her to see the entire room.

      The reporter wasn’t finished with his questions. “Will you be making additional donations to the museum?”

      Colonel Adams shook his head. “I’ve not yet decided. My cataloguer still has to establish the extent of my acquisitions.”

      With that, the colonel resumed expounding upon items of interest. He was shortly interrupted, again, this time by the new history professor, Dorothy Phillips. She carefully picked up a smooth oval made of black stone, which nestled easily in her hand. Colonel Adams flushed a dusky red and stared as if he’d never seen it before.

      “This heart scarab is a particularly exciting find,” Miss Phillips said. “The hieroglyphs on the back recount a typical spell of the time, asking the heart not to testify against the deceased in the weighing ceremony, and so be spared from Ammut the Devourer. But the material is unique: rather than glass or clay, it is lodestone, which has magnetic properties. Experts believe the ancient Egyptians used such stones for healing various ailments. They were usually used in pairs. However, only one of these was found. Isn’t that right, Colonel?”

      Adams nodded mutely, still staring at the object.

      Faculty members at the periphery of the group craned their necks to see, while others surreptitiously checked watches or carried on whispered conversations with a neighbor. The Courant’s photographer repositioned his tripod for a picture of the president and lady principal with the colonel in front of a display case. Soon the bright flash and odor of magnesium filled the room.

      Concordia sidled to her left to look for Sophia. Ever cursed by a short stature, she had to stand on tiptoe to see over people’s heads. Ah, there she was. She recognized Sophia’s slim, angular form, her erect carriage and the elegant tilt of her head. Sophia stood beside the wall near the front of the room, no doubt where she would have a clearer view of her father. Next to her was a young girl whom Concordia recognized as Sophia’s sister, Amelia. She had the same soft pale hair and brown eyes, although her face still held the chubby-cheeked remnants of babyhood.  Concordia started to make her way over to them, slowed by the press of people.

      “My dear, you must consult Madame Durand,” someone murmured. Concordia turned. Mrs. Adams, who had wandered away from the limelight, was speaking to a portly woman she didn’t recognize.

      “She is the best in her field at getting results,” Mrs. Adams continued. “We have already communicated with one person from the other side, and we are very close to making contact with another.”

      As this seemed a more interesting discussion than the one they were all supposed to be listening to, Concordia paused and shamelessly eavesdropped. What other side did she mean?  The Atlantic Ocean?  China?  Who was Madame Durand?  The name seemed familiar.

      “How does she do it?” the portly woman asked.

      “Oh, my dear, it is not for us to ask how,” Mrs. Adams answered. Her voice, though barely above a whisper, dripped with the condescension of one with exclusive knowledge. “Mediums inhabit another world, where our rules and reality do not apply. Madame Durand is a most benevolent woman. She wants to use her powers to help the bereaved, those who wish to talk with their departed loved ones once more.”

      The heavy-set woman harrumphed. “I’ve heard about some of those tricks they use. A pack of charlatans, if you ask me.”

      Concordia felt a chill settle in her spine. The other side. The boundary between life and death. She didn’t think of herself as the superstitious sort, but felt certain that one should not meddle in such matters. She now remembered the name of Madame Durand, the spiritualist medium who had recently taken up residence in Hartford. The students were buzzing about the celebrity, especially since Madame had approached President Langdon about establishing a “spiritualist club” at Hartford Women’s College. The previous college president would have chased her out of the office; the mild-mannered Langdon, by contrast, had agreed to the proposal. Concordia didn’t care, so long as Madame Durand restricted her spirit-summoning activities to areas off-campus. The college did not need more tomfoolery than it already had.

      A round of polite applause roused Concordia. The presentation was over.

      Thank goodness. She could say hello to Sophia, then extricate herself and return to the Chaucer essays that required her attention. The group was thinning, with the newspaper reporter, photographer, and city dignitaries making a quick exit.

      “Concordia!” Sophia cried when she saw her. She gave her a hug.

      “It’s good to see you,” Concordia said. She looked down at the little girl, who gave a pretty little bob. “My, Amelia, how you have grown! I haven’t seen you in ages. How old are you now?  Eight years?  Why, you’re practically a lady.”

      Amelia flushed with pleasure. “Thank you, Miss Wells. I’m going to school now, too.”

      “Wonderful!  Be sure to study hard, if you want to be as accomplished as your sister.”

      Now it was Sophia’s turn to smile.

      “It was very generous of your father to donate so much of his collection,” Concordia added, looking down at the little girl.

      Amelia plucked at a blond ringlet and started to play with it, looking up uncertainly at Sophia, who pulled her close and patted her head affectionately. “I’m afraid she doesn’t quite know what to make of all these doings, but Father insisted we both come. I’ll be taking her back home—”

      “Here are my favorite two young ladies!” a gravelly voice interrupted. Colonel Adams, accompanied by Miss Phillips, drew closer. The colonel stooped down to pick up the little girl. Sophia tightened an arm around her sister. Adams must have thought better in light of the occasion, and straightened up.

      “We were just about to leave, Father. You remember my friend, Concordia?” Sophia said. Colonel Adams turned a sharp eye in her direction.

      Concordia hadn’t been in the company of the colonel since she was a little girl. Strangely, even though the daughters were close and lived in the same neighborhood, their parents had never socialized, no doubt because the colonel was often away from his family during his military career. Sophia rarely spoke of him while growing up, though Concordia knew the relationship between the two had always been fractious.

      In looking at him up close, she could see that he had aged well in the past two decades. Despite his thinning gray hair and heavily creased features, his eyes were bright and his figure trim.

      Colonel Adams was looking Concordia up and down in an appreciative manner. “I haven’t seen you since you were in a pinafore. You turned out well, my dear.”

      Concordia blushed and changed the subject. “Thank you again, Colonel, for your generous gift to the college—”

      Miss Phillips, a silent observer up to this point, broke in. “Oh, yes, most generous indeed. I look forward to cataloguing more of your collection, should you see fit to make a future donation. I participated in several digs myself. Is that how you came by your pieces?”

      This new professor was certainly enthusiastic, Concordia thought. It was easy to believe that the woman standing before her had trekked through Egypt. Though of middle age, Dorothy Phillips was vigorous and sturdily built, without a hint of gray in her smooth brown hair, which was cut sensibly—though unfashionably—short. Her skin was also darker than fashion called for, doubtless from repeated sun exposure. The lady squinted through her spectacles a great deal, either because she needed stronger lenses or, as Concordia preferred to imagine, from years of peering across sun-bleached desert expanses and into dark tombs.

      Sophia gave Concordia’s hand a quick squeeze in goodbye as she saw her opportunity to leave with Amelia. The colonel watched them go, frowning, before he turned his attention back to the history professor.

      “I acquired these artifacts through other collectors,” he answered stiffly. “I visited Egypt only once, and it was not an occasion I would care to repeat. I wonder at you making the trip, Miss Phillips. Rather an unseemly pursuit for a woman.”  He looked around the room, as if searching for someone. “If you will both excuse me.”

      He walked briskly down the hall, toward the Gallery’s lavatories, leaving Miss Phillips flushed and Concordia open-mouthed in a retort she’d had no time to voice.

      “How utterly rude,” Concordia finally managed to say.

      Miss Phillips shrugged. “I’ve dealt with far worse over the years, Miss Wells. At least it isn’t the prevailing opinion these days.”

      Concordia checked her watch. “I should be getting back.”

      A high-pitched female shriek stopped the conversations. All turned as one toward the lounge.

      “I b-b-beg your pardon, miss!”  It was the voice of Colonel Adams. He backed out of the door marked “Gentlemen,” looking flushed and confused.  President Langdon rushed down the hall toward him.

      “Oh, dear,” Dorothy Phillips murmured, with a glance at the side-by-side lavatory doors. “It looks as if someone has switched the signs.”

      “Those students are a mischievous group of girls,” said a grinning Hannah Jenkins, who had joined them. “At least that reporter is gone. We won’t be reading about it in the papers.”

      Miss Jenkins was in charge of the college’s infirmary. Her experience as infirmarian served her well in her roles as basketball and tennis coach, too. Hannah Jenkins’ snow-white hair and age-spot-mottled skin belied her ageless energy, and a twinkle of humor was never far from her eyes.

      “That scream sounded like…Miss Pomeroy.”  Concordia could barely speak in her effort not to laugh. Gertrude Pomeroy, one of the college’s classical language professors, was notoriously absent-minded. She would walk into a water closet marked “Gentlemen,” if that was the door she was used to walking through. There seemed to be little room in her head for anything other than medieval French literature.

      “I’d better go and check on her,” said Miss Jenkins. “Miss Wells, could you switch the signs back to where they belong?  We must get the custodian to nail them down properly.”

      Just before Concordia reached the restrooms, the door marked “Ladies” was flung open, barely missing her, and a grumbling Colonel Adams stalked down the stairwell without a backward glance.

      “The old codger needs taking down a peg or two, anyway. Too big for his britches,” muttered Miss Jenkins, now returned with a trembling Miss Pomeroy. “Here, Gertrude, sit down and compose yourself. He’s gone.” She guided her to a chair.

      Miss Pomeroy gave a sniffle. “I never noticed, oh dear. How embarrassing. I would have switched the signs back if I’d realized. How long do you think they’ve been that way?”

      “There’s no telling. No one has used this wing since Miss Phillips began cataloguing the collection. And it’s kept locked otherwise,” Miss Jenkins said.

      Concordia rolled her eyes. “The students have gone sign-crazy, and we’ve only just begun the semester. When they’re not switching the signs, they’re stealing them altogether.”

      Hannah Jenkins smiled. “Whoever took the ‘Caution: Wet Paint’ sign is going to be in particular trouble with Lady Principal Grant if she’s caught. I wonder if the Ogre ever got the paint out of her skirt.”

      Concordia glanced at her in surprise. It was the first time she’d heard a faculty member using the student nickname for Miss Grant, the new lady principal. She looked around to see if Miss Grant was still here, but there was no sign of her. Thank goodness. The woman had the ears of a bat.

      Some clever student had made apt use of Olivia Grant’s initials, and the name had stuck. Not that anyone could really blame the girls; the lady principal was rather ogre-ish: short, squat, sour-faced and sharp-tongued, all combined with a strict disciplinary style. Rather like a grumpy toad. Apparently, she was not beloved among the faculty, either. Concordia hoped to stay on the lady principal’s good side. If she had one.

      By this point, Miss Pomeroy had calmed sufficiently for them all to leave. Everyone else had already gone, except for Dorothy Phillips, who was tidying the room, putting relics back in their cases, adjusting labels.

      Good. Now she could return to the cottage and get some work done. She followed Miss Pomeroy and Miss Jenkins to the door.

      “Oh, Miss Wells?” Miss Phillips called out, before she could escape.

      Drat. Concordia watched the others leave.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you if you share your father’s interest in Egyptology,” Miss Phillips continued.

      “My father’s interest?” Concordia echoed blankly.

      “Yes. In Egyptology,” Miss Phillips repeated carefully, as one would to a slow-witted child.

      “Regretfully, he passed away more than a decade ago. He was never interested in Egypt, to my knowledge.”

      “But wasn’t your father Dr. Randolph Wells?” Miss Phillips persisted.

      “That’s right. He was an ancient Greek and Latin scholar, not an expert in Egypt.”

      “Hmm. Dr. Wells did suspend his work in the field more than twenty years ago. No one knows why. Perhaps you were too young to remember. But growing up, you saw no displays of the artifacts he acquired?  None of his writings?  He never spoke of his early work?”

      Concordia shrugged. Miss Phillips must have him confused with another man.  She remembered his enthusiasm for the writings of early Greece and Rome. He certainly would not have been mute about a subject he loved. He never talked about pyramids, tombs, mummies, or anything of the sort.

      “If you’re interested, I have a few articles of his in my collection. Just give me a few minutes to finish cleaning up first.”

      “No, no—don’t trouble yourself, Miss Phillips. I really must go,” Concordia protested.

      Miss Phillips paid her no attention. “Oh, no. Where is it?” She dropped to her hands and knees and crawled under the table, heedless of the dust collecting on her skirts.

      Concordia realized the professor was looking for something other than a scholarly article. “What’s wrong?”

      “Perhaps he set it down…? Oh, this is awful. My first day as curator.” Dorothy Phillips looked up in despair. “The heart amulet. It’s gone.”
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      While Concordia wasn’t yet familiar with the habits of the new history professor, she suspected that clambering around furniture while mumbling to oneself in a panic were not typical behaviors of a well-respected department head. Especially one who had trekked through the far-flung, inhospitable terrain of foreign lands.

      So she dropped to the floor to help her look.

      “It’s no use,” Miss Phillips sighed after they had combed the room. She dusted off her skirts and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “It’s gone.”

      “But how?” Concordia asked, brushing off her own skirts. If the back of her dress looked anything like Miss Phillips’, she was going to have to change her clothes entirely. “It obviously hasn’t been mislaid. It isn’t anywhere here. Was it stolen?  Is it a valuable item?”

      The history professor shook her head. “While it’s an interesting piece in terms of its magnetic properties, it isn’t terribly rare or sought-after. At least, not singly.”  Miss Phillips fiddled with a pencil as she thought. “There’s one possibility,” she said at last. “During the assembly, I had the distinct impression that Colonel Adams was surprised to see the amulet among the displays.”

      “So you believe the amulet was accidentally included in the donation, and the colonel has stolen it back?” Concordia raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Wouldn’t it have been simpler for him to point out the error and reclaim the item?”

      Miss Phillips grimaced. “I know it sounds far-fetched, but is the alternative any more agreeable?”

      She had a point. If the colonel wasn’t responsible for the relic’s disappearance, then someone else in attendance was. Concordia had difficulty imagining anyone who had been here—the college board, the faculty, the administrators, the mayor?—committing such a deed.

      “What will you do now?” Concordia asked.

      Dorothy Phillips squared her shoulders. “I suppose I shall have to pay a call upon the colonel, heaven help me.”  She looked at Concordia. “Can you keep this confidential in the meantime?  I’d like to settle this quietly.”

      “Of course,” Concordia promised.
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        This bodes some strange disruption to our state.

        Hamlet, I.i

        

      

      Concordia had been both expecting and dreading this meeting.

      She took a deep breath and knocked on the door.

      “Enter!”

      Lady Principal Grant’s office was much different in style than that of her predecessor. Gone was the light, airy, elegant feel of the room, the stacks of well-thumbed books, the open window. Instead, Olivia Grant’s office was dark and formidable: heavy draperies made the room stuffy and confining; dark wood frames held dour-looking historical figures, painted in stiff poses; matched leather-bound book sets lined the walls like well-trained soldiers. Knick-knacks occupied every ledge not already spoken for.

      The lady principal herself filled the chair with her bulk. Without getting up, she gestured toward a chair.

      “Sit down, Miss Wells.”  Her tone was chilly.

      Concordia had just smoothed her skirts in her chair when there was a knock at the door.

      “Enter!” Miss Grant called.

      Charles Harrison, the new mathematics professor, stepped in. He was a short, dapper man, his black hair parted precisely down the middle. Everything about him, in fact, appeared precise and perfect: the sharp trouser creases, the polished shoes and watch chain, the deliberation as he shut the door and seated himself at Miss Grant’s bidding.

      “Thank you for coming, Mr. Harrison,” Miss Grant said, a broad smile crinkling the fat folds of her face.

      Concordia couldn’t help but notice that the atmosphere of the room had thawed.

      Miss Grant settled her attention again on Concordia. “I understand, Miss Wells, that you directed the senior play last year.”

      Concordia had expected this, and had her speech ready. “That’s true, Miss Grant, and I was happy to be of assistance. However, this year, I would ask that you not –”

      “Young lady, do you think that I would assign you to direct the play?” Miss Grant interrupted. “While it is my understanding that you had a modicum of success with the endeavor last year, it isn’t a prudent course to have someone so young in such a position of authority. These seniors need a firm hand.”

      Concordia was confused, and relieved. She would not be directing the senior play this year. Good!  Yet a small part of her was perversely a little disappointed and insulted. Of course she could control the seniors. What nonsense.

      However, she avoided saying any of this aloud.

      The lady principal continued. “Mr. Harrison has volunteered to direct the play this year.”  Mr. Harrison sat up even straighter, if that were possible.

      “With all due respect, Mr. Harrison is a mathematics professor,” Concordia protested. Why was she objecting?  Stop talking, she thought. Just stop.

      But she couldn’t.

      “The seniors have chosen Hamlet this year,” Concordia continued, turning to Charles Harrison. “Are you familiar with the play?”

      “I had read it in my youth, of course,” Mr. Harrison said in his thin-voiced, meticulous diction, “and I am reviewing it now. I see no problem.”

      “That is why I’m assigning you to assist Mr. Harrison,” Miss Grant said, fixing Concordia with her dark eyes, like currants pressed into pale dough.  “You can give him the benefit of your experience from last year, along with your knowledge of Shakespeare—if that is necessary—and carry out whatever tasks he sees fit to assign you.”

      Harrison’s face took on a nostalgic look. “I have fond memories of my own time among the footlights, back in my college days. I’m looking forward to it.”  He turned to Concordia. “I would be grateful for your help, Miss Wells. I have some wonderful ideas to bring to the production.”

      Concordia didn’t like the sound of that. Wonderful ideas often translated into dreadful headache.

      “Miss Grant, I’m honored, but I don’t see how I have the time,” Concordia said. Was she recklessly consigning the fate of the senior play to a …mathematician?  So be it. “I already have charge of the Literature Club and the Bicycle Club. And there are my cottage responsibilities, too.”  Which Mr. Harrison, as a man, did not have, she added silently. Except for the most senior faculty, female professors at Hartford Women’s College were required to reside in the cottages with their students, acting as live-in chaperones, seeing to their day-to-day needs, making sure the girls did not get up to mischief.

      Miss Grant’s lips thinned into a hard, narrow line. Concordia was to quickly learn that when this happened, woe betide the offender.

      “I care not about your schedule, Miss Wells,” came the cold response. “Should you feel you are not up to the task, given your responsibilities, I am perfectly happy to dissolve the Bicycle Club to afford you more time.”

      Concordia knew when she had been bested. She gritted her teeth. “That will not be necessary. I will manage.”

      The lady principal smiled sweetly. “I thought as much. Oh, and one more thing, the play will be performed in December, rather than May. There are far too many distractions at the end of the spring term, so I have decided to change the date.”

      Charles Harrison looked as startled as Concordia felt. “Surely we need more time?  Could it not be in February or March, at least?”

      While Concordia privately agreed with Miss Grant about the plenitude of distractions in the spring, the senior play was a time-consuming production. No doubt they would have to scale back some of Mr. Harrison’s wonderful ideas.

      Miss Grant shook her head. “We’ll present it along with the other Christmas-time festivities, before the students leave for winter recess. The matter is closed.”

      With that, she heaved herself out of the chair and shooed them out.
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        I might not this believe

        Without the sensible and true avouch

        Of mine own eyes.

        I.i

        

      

      Concordia was about to meet her first spirit medium.

      Had someone told her last week she would be meeting a two-headed llama, she would not have been any more amazed. It was true that mediums had grown in popularity over the last decade, with some making their livelihood through stage performances in packed concert halls. Others, like Madame Durand, conducted private séances for the wealthy, and acted as “consultants” to grieving families who set store in such things.

      So perhaps mediums were more plentiful than two-headed llamas, but Concordia had always expected her chances of willingly seeing either one were the same. Yet here she was, seated next to Miss Pomeroy in the quickly-filling dining hall of Sycamore House, where Madame Durand would address her first meeting of prospective members of the Spiritualist Club.

      Sycamore House was the college residence for the president and other male administrators. It had been built, too, with social functions in mind: balls, recitals, and teas were often held in the capacious dining hall, or the smaller drawing room. A few years ago, the building had been updated with the most modern of conveniences: a telephone, electric wall lamps, steam heating, and a new coal-burning cook stove—which had produced no end of dismay among the kitchen staff as they tried to figure out the contraption.

      Concordia wished she were here for any other occasion but this. It was Miss Pomeroy who had coaxed her to come.

      [image: ]

      “I’m worried,” Gertrude Pomeroy had said, pulling Concordia aside after the morning’s faculty meeting. She took off her spectacles and polished them distractedly on her sleeve, returning them to her face slightly askew.

      Concordia resisted the impulse to straighten them upon the language professor’s nose. “Is something wrong?”

      “It’s about Madame Durand,” Miss Pomeroy said. “I understand that she’s of some European background. At least, she’s supposed to be, but –”

      “You mean she isn’t?” Concordia interrupted.

      Miss Pomeroy grimaced in dismay. “I don’t want to say that, but her accented English is not consistent with a non-native speaker. Yesterday—she had just come out of Dean Pierce’s office, you see, probably finalizing arrangements for tonight’s meeting—and she was speaking to him through the open doorway. Her accent was nonsensical: sometimes Slavic-toned, sometimes the inverted noun-adjective order of a Romance language speaker…to my ear, at least.”

      If anyone would recognize an inconsistent accent, Concordia thought, it would be expert linguist Gertrude Pomeroy, who was fluent in six languages.

      So, who was Madame Durand really, and what was she up to?  If she was a charlatan, which certainly wasn’t a shocking thought, why focus her energies on the school?  She wasn’t getting paid for her involvement with the college. On the other hand, should her deceits be exposed, the college’s reputation could be blemished, and all of them appear to be simpletons. They were playing with fire.

      “Did you say anything to the dean?” Concordia asked.

      Miss Pomeroy shook her head and pushed back a lock of frizzy brown hair. “I’m not sure I should say something. She could have her own harmless reasons for the pretense. These clairvoyants are quirky, I hear.”

      Now that was the pot calling the kettle black, Concordia thought. She wondered if Miss Pomeroy had wandered through any mis-marked doors today.

      “I was hoping you would attend the spiritualist meeting with me this evening,” Miss Pomeroy continued. “You could see for yourself, and give me your opinion.”

      [image: ]

      So here they were, sitting in the front row (Miss Pomeroy had said nothing about that), staring at a dimly-lit platform. A curtain had been drawn across the deep end of the space. In the foyer, they had walked by a basket with a sign: Please leave a personal item here. It will be returned this evening. There was an assortment of keys, gloves and handkerchiefs in the basket already when they passed it by. Both Concordia and Miss Pomeroy declined to donate an item, but Concordia wondered at the reason for such a request.

      More than prospective student members were in attendance tonight; the curious, the wary, and those seeking entertainment on a Thursday evening also filled the room. Concordia noticed that many of the faculty were here. The newspaper reporter from the exhibit opening was here, standing in the corner, scribbling notes as he spoke with students. Was the event really so newsworthy?

      Concordia turned toward the soft sound of creaking wood and rattan. Dean Pierce had wheeled himself into the aisle space beside her. He smiled.

      “Good evening, Miss Wells.”

      Augustus Pierce was another new member of the college staff, having replaced Dean Langdon when that gentleman took over as the college’s President. There were several new faces this year, but Pierce was their first staff member in a wheelchair. Over the summer, ramps had been installed and doorways widened to accommodate his chair. The school was happy to have him, as he was considered quite a catch. Dean Pierce’s last two schools had increased their enrollments by at least twenty percent during his tenure; in addition, he possessed glowing references from his time as a museum curator for a prestigious collection in London.

      It must have taken something quite devastating to put Pierce into a wheelchair, Concordia thought; he had a powerful upper body and a restless energy that she wouldn’t normally associate with a chronic invalid.

      “You are interested in the occult, Dean?” Miss Pomeroy said, leaning across Concordia.

      Pierce threw back his head and laughed, which drew startled looks from those nearby. “Hardly, Miss Pomeroy. Madame Durand seems to be a charming young lady.”  He looked over at Concordia. “Not much older than yourself, Miss Wells. I was curious.”

      The lights were dimmed and the students whispered excitedly. All waited for the medium to appear.

      Very quietly and without fanfare, a slightly-built woman of average height walked through the curtain and faced the audience. Despite her delicate physique, she walked with a confidence that made clear her possession of the stage. She was attired in a dress with long, flowing sleeves which partially fell over her hands. A flash of jewels in the light revealed rings on several fingers. Jewels also bedecked her neck and hair, which was dark and lustrous.

      Undoubtedly, the lady’s profession was a profitable one, Concordia thought.

      But Madame Durand’s eyes were her most striking feature: the sort of pale blue that made others feel as if she could see right into their souls. Concordia, for one, wished she could sit farther back.

      “Welcome, students and friends, to the first meeting of the Spiritualist Club,” Madame Durand began. Her voice was soothing, hypnotic, and heavily accented. To Concordia’s ear, it merely sounded exotic; she couldn’t distinguish the inconsistencies that Miss Pomeroy had noted. “For those interested in the world beyond, prepare for a journey of wonder this year. What you know, or think you know, about this mortal world will be challenged. Tonight I will give a small demonstration of what mediums can do.”

      Madame Durand gestured toward a man standing in the shadows beside the back corner of the platform. Concordia started; she hadn’t even noticed him. He was tall and thin to the point of gauntness, with flat black eyes and graying dark hair. His face and hands looked extraordinarily pale, as if he hardly stepped into the sunlight.

      The man brought forward a small table and a chair, and helped seat the woman.

      “We require two volunteers from the assembly, to act as witnesses.”

      A number of hands were raised. Madame’s assistant walked through the audience, and touched two people on the shoulder: President Langdon and…Concordia’s mother. Concordia blinked in surprise. What was her mother doing here?

      Although she lived nearby, Mother rarely attended any college functions. In fact, until the death of Concordia’s sister Mary last spring, the rift between Concordia and her mother seemed irreparable. Mary had always been Mother’s favorite, while her relationship with Concordia had been tense at best. Concordia had been most at ease in her father’s company; he was the one who had encouraged her love of books. In fact, it was her father who had given her the name Concordia, after the Roman goddess of harmony.

      Unfortunately, only Concordia’s relationship with her father had been harmonious. The tension between mother and daughter had finally come to the breaking point when Concordia left home to go to college and build a life for herself—an appallingly unladylike life, in her mother’s eyes. By that time, her father had been dead several years. Papa would have championed her dream.

      She looked up at her mother, who was now being led onto the stage. She was saddened to see how much Mother had aged since they had spent time together this summer. Concordia knew that her mother’s grief over Mary, dead six months ago, had dealt a hard blow.

      Mrs. Wells and Mary had both been beauties in their time, sharing the same heart-shaped face, fine pale hair, plump mouth, and china blue eyes. But time and grief had not been kind to Mrs. Wells—graying her hair, thinning and paling her lips, and tugging at the loose flesh of her once-piquant face.

      She wore a simple navy skirt, cut flatteringly to emphasize her still-slim waist, and a blouse of soft ombre plaid, in the latest three-quarter sleeve fashion. Concordia was glad that Mother was no longer wearing mourning for Mary. Perhaps she was starting to heal.

      Since the events of last spring, when Concordia had successfully resolved the mystery of her sister’s death, she and her mother had put aside a great deal of the animosity and hurt between them. Most of their interchanges these days were cordial, but a close relationship eluded them.

      Mrs. Wells, now facing the audience, caught her daughter’s eye. She gave a little nod in greeting and a shrug of her shoulders to acknowledge the strangeness of it all.

      Concordia turned her attention back to Madame Durand as the lady spoke. “All mediums have a spirit guide. One who first sought us out. Spirit guides act as go-betweens; they help to bring forth other souls from the far world so that we can communicate with them. They also counsel us, with the wisdom gained from their time in the other realm. My spirit guide is a young Egyptian boy. Meti. He was a humble servant in the household of the high priest, Imhotep.”

      A murmur of disbelief rippled through the faculty, although no one interrupted. The students in the audience leaned forward in their excitement. Concordia rolled her eyes, wondering what wisdom could be gleaned from a boy who had never spoken English and had been dead for thousands of years.

      “Meti has been able to guide many spirits to speak to their grieving loved ones, at my request. His heritage makes him one of the better guides. Out of all the ancient civilizations, the Egyptians had the closest relationship with the world of the dead; the boundary was almost as nothing to them.”

      The medium looked around the room, noting both the enthusiastic students and the skeptical teachers. Her chill-blue eyes settled on Concordia, and when she spoke again, Madame Durand seemed to address her directly.

      “So you do not believe?  Perhaps we can put my Meti to the test, and then with your own eyes will you see. Because Meti dwells in the world of the dead, he sees and knows things that we would not.”  Concordia shuddered, and was relieved when Madame finally turned to glance around the rest of the room.

      “I do not presume to account for how these things happen,” the medium went on. “Some say it is supernatural, others say it is the power of the mind, or some sort of electrical aura. Whatever the explanation, I can assure you: it is real. ”  She gestured to the man, who placed upon the table the basket of items Concordia had seen earlier.

      “Give me an object, please,” Madame Durand asked the man. He plucked a woman’s handkerchief, dainty and deeply-edged with lace, from the depths of the basket.

      He let it dangle between his long, thin fingers for a brief moment, giving the audience a good look at the object, then passed it to Madame.

      Holding the handkerchief, Madame Durand closed her eyes. After a few minutes of silence, she began to hum what sounded like a chant, and tipped her head back.

      “Is she going into a trance?” an excited whisper asked from the row behind.

      Someone else made a shushing sound as Madame Durand grew quiet and opened her eyes.

      “The owner is a strong-minded woman, of high ideals. She seeks after knowledge. She is in a position of great responsibility.”

      That narrows the field, Concordia thought.

      “I sense from my spirit guide that this woman has recently lost something of great value.”  There was a sharp intake of breath behind her; Concordia couldn’t tell from where. Madame Durand closed her eyes again.

      Dean Pierce shifted restlessly beside her, echoing Concordia’s impatience with the theatrics. Just get on with it. Give us a name.

      Madame opened her eyes abruptly, stood, and pointed to the third row. “It is…Miss Phillips.”

      Amid the collective gasp, Madame’s helper brought the handkerchief over to a flushed Miss Phillips, who accepted it without a word. The audience burst into applause.

      “That was a trick,” someone behind them murmured. Concordia turned around to see the newspaper reporter seated in the next row, behind Miss Pomeroy. He bowed his head in mute greeting, and went back to scribbling in his notebook.

      “I saw no initials on the kerchief. How could she have done it?” Miss Pomeroy said, leaning over to whisper in Concordia’s ear.

      “I don’t know,” Concordia whispered back. And how could Madame Durand have known about the stolen amulet?  Perhaps Miss Phillips had confided in someone else who had gossiped about it?  She must have a talk with the history professor.

      The session continued in the same vein for the next two objects, to the utter amazement of the audience, revealing secrets of pilfered food and unrequited love, before the objects’ owners were identified. Concordia was thankful that she hadn’t contributed anything to the collection of parlor props. Heaven only knew what the lady would have said about her. It had to be a ploy of some sort, as the newspaper reporter had said. She would try to speak with him about it afterward. Still, all this talk of spirits was unnerving, and Concordia would be glad when the evening was over.

      She was about to get her wish.

      While cradling the next object in her hands, Madame Durand slumped back in her chair.

      The man stepped onto the stage and spoke for the first—and last—time that evening. “The spirits will do no more. Madame must rest now. It is very tiring.”  With a bow, he gestured for the witnesses to leave the stage. Amid the spectator applause, he turned and helped Madame Durand out of her seat.

      Just as she reached the front of the stage, Madame shook off the man’s arm, and stiffened in a rigid pose.

      “Beware!”

      The booming voice coming from the petite woman bore little resemblance to Madame Durand’s. The audience, in the midst of getting out of chairs, stopped and stared.

      “I see Death’s bony hand, reaching out to someone in this company.”

      Amid the stunned silence of the room, she collapsed.

    

  







Chapter 5








Her companion caught her
and eased her on to the platform. Several men nearby, including the
newspaper reporter, hopped up on the stage to help.

Soon Madame was revived, although neither she nor
her companion gave any explanation of her strange behavior. She
leaned heavily on his arm as they left by way of the back curtain
of the temporary stage. The room burst into a flurry of
chatter.

“Well, that was certainly dramatic,” Dean Pierce
observed wryly. He stifled a yawn. “If you will excuse me, ladies,
I must say goodnight.” He wheeled himself out.

As it was close to bedtime curfew, also known as
the “ten o’clock rule,” the faculty began shooing students back to
their cottages and the crowd dispersed. Concordia looked around the
room for her mother, but didn’t see her. What on earth had brought
her here, Concordia wondered.

Miss Phillips, clutching her handkerchief with a
trembling hand, made for the door, hesitated, locked eyes with
Concordia, and approached.

“How did she know?” she demanded, eyes snapping in
accusation.

“I did not tell anyone,” Concordia said
quietly.

Gertrude Pomeroy, standing at her elbow, looked
confused. Dorothy Phillips gave her a quick glance. “Does
she know?”

“Of course not,” Concordia retorted, “but I think
she should. Miss Pomeroy was the first to notice that all is not as
it seems with Madame Durand.”

Miss Pomeroy’s eyes widened in comprehension. “Ah.
You did lose something, Miss Phillips.”

Dorothy Phillips looked around the nearly empty
room and drew them over to a quiet corner beside the stage. “It is
the heart amulet relic, Miss Pomeroy. It disappeared a f [...]
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