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                Author's Note

                This is a work of fiction inspired by Sara Weiss, née Sara McBride (1834-1904), a St. Louis
                    Spiritualist, illustrator, and writer. Her book Journeys to the Planet Mars (1903) purports
                    to be a memoir describing Weiss's psychic visits to the Red Planet, guided by the spirits of
                    deceased scholars and family members. On Mars she meets the Entoans, a spiritually-bereft but kindly
                    people living in a utopian society, to whom she reveals the existence of life after death.


                I have long been fascinated by Weiss and the questions and contradictions she presents to the modern
                    reader. She was raised in rural poverty with little education, yet wrote a long and imaginative work
                    that is dense with astronomy, geology, linguistics, and zoology. She was a leader in her
                    Spiritualist community but conformed to Victorian American ideals of motherhood and wifely devotion.
                    Her authorial voice is wry and gently self-deprecating. She often refers to herself as a skeptic who
                    reluctantly accepted Spiritualism only because of her lived experience.


                To read Journeys today, with its illustrated flora of Mars and glossary of the Entoan
                    language, is to conclude that she loved world-building, and knowingly wrote a work of fiction. Yet
                    in interviews and letters, she asserts plainly that she was only a passive vessel for the creativity
                    and wisdom of the honored dead.


                In this book I explore the Sara Weiss of my imagination, one who embodies these contradictions and
                    struggles with the complications that arise from them. The places she visited and the events she
                    witnessed are reconstructed based on historical records and autobiographical clues in her writing; a
                    more extensive biography is available at lizadaly.com/sara-weiss.


                I hope the real Sara would forgive the flights of imagination I have taken here, and perhaps even
                    find them familiar. They are meant to honor her story, and her strange and singular body of work.
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I share this confession with you because I recognize that we share the same restlessness. We long to reveal the wonders this world has to offer and are unsatisfied with the mundanities of modern life. We are neither credulous nor wholly skeptical. Though you came of age in a time of science, and I in a century of superstition, we both yearn for the miraculous, even while we recognize that miracles do not exist.


You will encounter death in this story. Death has been the defining event in my life, and as my own death approaches it will play a bigger role still. Often, the deaths around me have felt endless. There is no limit to how much grief we will need to endure, no benevolence that sighs, “She has lost too many already, let us spare her more sadness.”


Yet there is also love in this story. I feel love keenly, not only for my family and friends, but for the whole unbroken chain of humanity that led to you and me. At times the strength of that love overwhelms me; now undammed, it has become an unstoppable force, a great wave that breaches old seawalls of propriety and solitude. My spirit may not be eternal, but it has become powerful, and my visions of love spill out of the page. At times they cannot even be contained by ink or thread.


Some of these recollections will elicit smiles of recognition; others will surprise or even shock you. You are resilient, though, and I know you will withstand what I reveal to you. I smile when I imagine you reading these pages once I’m gone, my life after death in truth.


Maybe others will read this too, in time. Other women, other men—citizens of our fragile Earth. And why stop there, when I so delight in imagining planets beyond our own? I am certain there are many in the universe. Surely all those stars watch over more worlds than ours.
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De L'Ester: Madame, do you now see clearly? And are you not at all alarmed?


Sara: I see quite distinctly, and am not at all alarmed.




—Sara Weiss, Journeys to the Planet Mars (1903), page 8


St. Louis May 1899

You may recall that this was the day when I announced that my spirit had been borne to the planet Mars. Not every husband would react as Adolphe did, with delight and curiosity rather than surprise or alarm. After I told him, he put down his newspaper, leaned forward, and insisted, “You must tell me all about it!”


I sat down across from him in my parlor chair and adjusted my skirts. “It was most sudden. I had briefly closed my eyes for a rest when I felt a presence. I gradually became aware of a man’s voice. He told me he was a Frenchman named De L’Ester, and that he had died many years ago. He says he is a leader of a group of spirits who have identified me as a powerful Medium. This spirit band will accompany my awareness to Mars—whose people call their planet Ento—while my body remains behind. He said I was tasked with a special mission that will take many weeks and will test my endurance.”


Our housekeeper Vena was listening to all this from the doorway, dumbfounded while holding our tray of afternoon tea. I gestured for her to put her things down and stop gawking at me. She had only been in our employ for a few months and was no doubt wondering if she had made a mistake.


“Did you see this spirit?” Adolphe asked, rapt. “What did he look like?”


“I cannot describe him in any physical sense. He told me that the name for my condition was ‘devitalization’, a kind of trance. I remember everything that was said perfectly, but very little about what I saw.”


“Go on.”


I sighed with deliberate drama. “There is not much more I can tell. I know that I traveled to Mars, but there is no image or recollection fixed in my mind about it. This process of devitalization has tired me, but my spirit guide said I should make preparations for future visits.” I raised my hand to preempt my husband’s next question. “I do not know anything about the nature of the mission yet. That too will be revealed to me in time.”


Adolphe was on the literal edge of his seat with excitement. “This is your most profound experience as a Medium yet! What preparations must we make?” Here he gestured to include Vena, whose expression suggested she would prefer not to be involved.


“Two days from now, I am to be left undisturbed in my room for several hours. De L’Ester said that my health would be endangered by any interruption during this period, and that I should even lock the door from the inside. I will meet the other members of this band of spirits, and then we will travel to Mars to learn the history of the planet and to speak to the people of Ento. This process will repeat for many months.”


“Extraordinary,” he murmured.


“To aid with my recall, certain spirits will guide me in writing and drawing what I observe. This is what I apparently saw today, though now I have only the faintest impression in my mind.” I removed a folded sheet of paper from my skirts and showed him the sketch: a bright and cheerful aquatic flower I said I observed along a Martian lakeshore.


“May I tell the rest of the Association about this?” Adolphe asked.


I was anticipating this. “I know that our fellow Spiritualists will find great interest in my experience, but I would prefer we keep it to ourselves for a time—until I better understand my mission.”


I knew I could not prevent word of this from spreading, as any evidence in favor of life after death would be eagerly devoured by our friends. I only hoped to buy myself some time to write in peace.


Adolphe, who loves me always, agreed, though no doubt he was anxious to share this news. I would not say more on the matter to him, and directed Vena to at last serve the tea. She did so with great relief, but from that day on she would always look at me with wariness. In her position I would feel no different.


That Thursday, as scheduled, I ascended to my study and latched the door. I rattled the lock to be sure they could hear it. Though Adolphe had said that he believed my account, I have given him cause to worry about my mental state in years past, when grief had overtaken me. I reassured him that this time I felt entirely at ease.


Indeed, I always find relief in my well-lit private space. The sun was just beginning to stream through the west window in the late afternoon, my favorite time of day. No one else in our household can tolerate this room in the heat of summer, but a space can never be too sunny or too warm for me. I remember that May day as warm, not yet humid, and how shadows crept across the floor as I worked.


I sat at my writing desk and opened its drawer. Inside were rows of colored pencils that I’d bought at the stationer’s on Olive Street. I took up a simple black pencil and a sheet of everyday paper.


I began to sketch another flower, tentatively at first as I was drawing only from my imagination. Soon my movements became fluid and the graceful curving lines burst forth like vine tendrils seeking an anchor. I am always a bit awed by what comes from my own hand, even if it is no great work of art. When I draw, every part of my body is light, unbound.


I drew a spray of flowers bearing pear-shaped leaves fanning out from a central point. I selected other pencils and filled the lines with color: emerald for leaves and blue and purple flowers, picturing the springtime violets outside that had already faded to make way for summer’s bounty.


Beneath the sketch I paused and then, recalling a fanciful name from my childhood, gave my creation its title: Ruvacca̤ plimos.
[image: A black and white drawing of a flower in a pot, which animates into view as if being drawn]
I took out a second sheet of paper, and with an ordinary writing pencil began to describe this imaginary plant and its community in words: how it grows only in the margins of a great world-spanning canal on a faraway world. I kept writing, imagining the men and women who dug it, this canal that brought life to a dead land and hope to a hopeless people. I invented their names, their ancestries, the towns and villages in which they were born and died. With pencil in hand I could picture it all and shape it into a story.


I wrote for hours and stopped only when my pencil was so dull that I could hardly read what I’d just put to paper. Once again I was aware of the sounds of the house, all the clocks ticking just a bit out of time and then a slam of the door, likely Vena coming back from shopping for dinner. I hid my drafts and sketches, as I would not share them again until my account was complete.


Over the weeks that followed I revealed to my husband the nature of my mission: I am a vessel, I said, for spirits who carry my awareness to the planet Mars while my body remains in my room. I am accompanied by the famous dead, but also family members we have lost. I am to reveal to the peoples of Earth and Mars the truth of our mutual existence. I said, I have learned that we are all under the care of an infinite intelligence that watches over us in life and after death. My message is that when we pass on, it is not the end, and that we will be welcomed by all those who have passed on before us. I said that during these sessions, my hands move without my control and are under the direction of writers and artists of an earlier age. The spirits have directed me to complete and then publish this work as a book, so their message can be delivered to all of Earth’s people.


Adolphe believed me then and believes this now, all without question, because he is a Spiritualist of the highest conviction. He believes that I am one as well, an old white lie in which I have found myself trapped. I hope you will see, in these pages, why I could be forgiven for this lie, and that I tell this fanciful story of Mars out of an abundance of love.
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Ohio 
1832-1870

I was born in 1832 to Scotch-Irish parents and raised in Perry County, Ohio. We were tenant farmers; my father grew oats, potatoes, and, until the market collapsed, tobacco. The land was enough to make only the simplest of livings, and we would barter for necessities from other poor neighbors.


I had nine siblings, but only four of us survived, and I was so unlike them in both temperament and likeness that we may as well have been strangers. The only other living girl was my sister Nancy, a distant and serious figure in my childhood.


All those children took a toll on my mother, both physically and emotionally, especially when she lost an infant daughter. My mother was a dreamer who often retreated to a hidden world only she could see, though she ached to share it with us. She told me stories of witches and fairies from my grandfather’s birthplace near the shores of Lough Neagh, and she taught me her secret language—the one I have shared with you.


Growing up I was impatient with her, as she was frail and neglected the endless grind of chores our farm required. At first this burden fell to Nancy, but once my sister married, it fell to me. I often wished Mama to be more like our father, a generous and vigorous man whose determination to work nothing could disturb but death itself.


All of us children attended the common school available to us, taught by a strict Irish schoolmaster who would beat every child as punishment for just one’s mischief. I learned reading, writing, and, my favorite, geography, but not arithmetic and science, which were reserved for the boys. When I turned eight, my father withdrew me from school. He said I was needed at home, and that girls ought not be too educated. In this matter my mother and sister agreed. To this day, I am ashamed of the gaps in my knowledge, and of my sloppy and shaky penmanship.


When I had no chores or schoolwork I would escape home and explore. It may be hard for you to believe now, but in my youth we called this part of Ohio the frontier. Whatever land was not farmed would soon become roads, railways, and canals, but much remained wild. In those days there were still the earthen mounds abandoned long ago by the Indians we displaced, and on clear nights I would sneak out and lie down on them to look at the mysterious stars. I was so ignorant, I thought the stars were lamps in the sky, lit by God to look back upon us.


My happiest memories of my mother were when the two of us would wade through her garden of wildflowers, whose seeds she taught me to collect in the fall. Neither of us knew the true names of most plants, so she would ask me to invent them for her. In the way of children, I took this task very seriously, and kept an album-book of pressed flowers with my invented names carefully recorded. When I would announce that the dainty blue and white figwort was in fact a Tsoina valseta, she would nod with recognition, as if the name had just slipped her mind, and would use it again the next day without fail. To these she would add more inventions, secret names for colors and numbers and cities in the skies, more than I could remember, always telling me they were for us alone because I was her Gentolēna̤, her little darling, her dearest one.


Church was the center of our parents’ lives, and our little village of a thousand people had an abundance of them. I attended but only out of duty; I did not care for our strict brand of Methodist preaching and I could not see how my mother especially could bear it when the sermons were devoid of any imagination or wonder.


When I was eleven, I was the age where a little sister was the companion I desired more than anything. When my mother got with child, I hoped for a playmate who would accompany me on my rambles, and a confidante who would always agree with me the way my sister Nancy would not.


One day that summer, I came home with the bloom of a white water-lily I had scooped out of a creek. I had never seen a wild thing so clean and bright, and with its central sunburst of cheery yellow, I was sure it would gladden Mama’s melancholy heart.


But when I brought it to her that evening, it folded into itself before my eyes, sealing itself from the world. I know now it is the habit of this plant to close at night and reopen in the morning, but my mother recoiled from my gift in horror. She told me this was the Rodel, that it sleeps the sleep of death, for it blooms but a day before its sweet life ends. She said it was a terrible omen and bade me to take it far from our house, and clutched her belly in fear.


A month later, little Emma was stillborn. Though she said nothing of the water-lily, I was sure I was at fault. My mother insisted on full mourning and refused to emerge from it. I thought I deserved the endless black clothing and darkened rooms where Nancy performed chores with grim efficiency, while my mother sat in silence or mumbled our nonsense words. As the years went on, I found her slipping into this invented language more and more, confused by our family’s inability to understand her. Her little garden went to seed and then stood as a graveyard of dried stalks, susurrating in the hot summer winds.


We had so little already, and then when I was sixteen, waves of cholera came through our town and carried away both my parents. I was the only sibling still living at home. There was little to inherit and what we had went to Samuel, the eldest, a poor farmer himself who had no time for a sister whose only talent was naming flowers.



Before us is an altar, on which lies the draped form of a young girl, her eyes closed as though in sleep. The loose robe drawn aside from her bosom reveals the contours of a maiden in the first blush of womanhood. At her side, holding in his upraised hand a long, keen bladed knife, which he is about to thrust into the heart of the unconscious victim, stands an aged, majestic looking Priest, his crimson robe in strong contrast to the white robed, golden-haired girl, who is to be sacrificed by knife and flames to an imaginary god or gods.


Page 26


A prominent family of German heritage dealt with legal matters in the village, and Samuel asked for help from the patriarch, being a Lutheran minister of supposed good character. This man arranged for his son, a recent widower and real estate speculator with a daughter nearly my age, to marry me.


The rest of 1850 is a blank, a terrifying darkness that howls like a storm through a valley when I turn my imagination toward it. When I try to write about it, I can produce only fragments, and the harder I try, the more the words break apart:

I was married to ████ ████ at St. Paul Evangelical Lutheran Church, by Reverend █████████, who was a special friend of my ████████ and had journeyed from Springfield at my father-in-law's expense. The clerygman had piercing, deep-set eyes and a full chin curtain beard. He wore his dark robes and Geneva band collar all times, even when not preaching. "Let this union be the cause of ████████ in the Lutheran Zion in our City," the Reverand said, as I sat motionless at the front of the church, on a bench empty but for the dark shadowy presence of █████. "Let us fervently pray that as pastor and people we may ██████████ in the cause of our Divine Master, and that these two ████ forever in █████ with us today shall ███████."


After that day, came that night, and I went to ██████████ with little understanding of ██████ expected of me, █████ I was to endure them, or how ██████. In the first weeks and months of ████████ I rarely left ████, though my ████ had removed first █████ and then eventually ███████, so as to prevent me from ███████████. No doubt ██ would have removed █████ entirely but for the presence of ███████.


Throughout I was only able to ███ in a state of █████. I retreated into my ███████, and as I was still a ██████ this was no great ██████. I could pass ███████ just lying ██, imagining I was ██ one of the ████ of the ████, watching the ████ heads of the ████████ filtered through ████ light, or the  falling ███ in █████ ███ ██, feeling the █████ earth beneath ████ and not the thin █████ of his █████ ██.




By 1851, I sixteen years old, and with child. We moved out of my village, and I was allowed to take nothing with me. I lost my album-book of pressed flowers. He left me at home with his daughter Louisa, who was fourteen. She was already accustomed to running his house and I let her continue at it, more servant than stepmother. This suited us both.


My husband served as the County Recorder, and had dealings with all the businessmen of Zanesville. We did not entertain at home, but he would often bring me to the homes of other families when he was needed to witness documents. Their wives would make a show of introducing me to their children rather than their own company, and always sighed and mentioned how much they missed his former wife Eliza, and how she had lost her son. That she also lost her own life birthing him did not seem to warrant as much comment.


I recall visiting a legal office; there were attorneys and a judge there. I was asked to sign documents. The judge took me aside in a separate room and asked if I understood what was happening. I lied and said I did. I don’t think he believed me, so he explained again, more slowly: my husband was buying land in my name, and the judge was required by law to attest that I consented under my own free will. I said I understood. He stared at me and my pregnant form, and asked how old I was. I lied again, because ████ had told me to: “I’m twenty,” I said.


Our first child was a boy, Carl, who went by his middle name Bernard; he was followed by Adelaide, who I have always called Ada. During these years I saw little of my siblings and resented them for abandoning me to my fate.


After Ada was born, ████ stopped visiting my room, for which I was grateful. Louisa married and moved out, and I was content for a time, when my children were young and I had to do nothing but raise them in solitude.


Eventually ████  announced that we were to divorce, because he wished to remarry. I did not care that I was being rejected, but I asked about the property in my name and how I would live. He said my land had turned out to be worthless and implied that I was at fault somehow. He moved us to Iowa where divorce was a relatively simple matter, and when that was concluded, he arranged for the children and me to live with my cousin Liam in Missouri. I would never see ████ ████ again.


Liam was a carpenter by trade and found ample work in St. Louis, which was growing in all directions as its railroads and bridges extended the city’s reach. My husband settled a small sum on Liam to pay for board for the children, and the four of us took rooms in a red brick house on Chouteau and 8th Street, near the train yard. St. Louis was the first city I ever saw, and I thought nothing could be more full of people and noise and stink. Soon after we arrived, Liam was called up for the war, and although he came home to us, he brought with him a fever that never broke, and he died in my care.


Across the street from the boarding house was the Chouteau Avenue Methodist Church, of which Liam had been a member. He was well-liked there and he had been generous with his carpentry skills. When he died, the community was kind enough to take up a collection for me and the children even though I had never attended services. Our need was very great, and not just in the immediate aftermath, so the church connected me with one of the Ladies’ Mutual Aid societies. Without it I do not know how we would have survived; most likely I would have needed to beg my brother Samuel to take us in. Instead, the society was able to refer to me to small jobs sewing piecework or doing laundry while the children were in school. I was able to stay in our rooms and not have to live out as someone else’s housekeeper.


It came to be that a society matron visited the Mutual Aid society, to hire young women as servers and attendants for a charity event. She happened to mention in my hearing that she needed an abundance of garlands and bouquets for the place settings, and had been dissatisfied with those supplied by the venue’s usual vendor. I surprised myself by offering my services. While I needed the money, I also keenly missed the feel of flowers in my hands.


Working all through the night, I arranged thirty garlands and centerpieces myself. The children helped me drag a wagon twenty blocks to the event; few sidewalks were paved in those days, and it was a great effort to keep the haul from being splattered with mud or tipping off into the gutter. The matron was pleased with my designs, and generous with crediting me. Her fellow society ladies were soon eager to hire a reliable and vetted designer who was grateful for work.


Window-mounted jardinieres filled with live plants and elaborate Wardian cases for the parlor were coming into fashion then, and I discovered that these were less effort and more profitable than catering events. In the time it took me to assemble two dozen centerpieces, I could design a single window conservatory for twice the price. I assumed a steady roster of clients whose fickle tastes could be wearying, but whose purses were ample.


My Ada has always been naturally graceful and refined, and was popular at the public school. Once she was out in society, I found that no one objected if I were to style a parlor in the afternoon and chaperone my daughter to the same house that evening. This was America and I was afforded the opportunity to reinvent myself, and because our family blended seamlessly with the tragically large population of war widows, I was never called upon to explain that I had been divorced.
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St. Louis April, 1872

I received occasional invitations to receptions that did not include my daughter, but had always declined them until I was invited to a seance. Ada was delighted with the mysterious summons and was almost as excited as if she would attend herself. “You must go, Mama, and tell me all about it,” she insisted. Bernard too exhorted me to attend, and my son rarely bothered with the movements of me or his sister. Their arguments would not have persuaded me if I had not been intensely curious myself, so I accepted.


Mrs. Boogher was one of my most enthusiastic clients and her parlor was familiar to me. Tonight all my artful window boxes and masses of asparagus ferns were obscured by thick velvet drapes, and her usual set of upholstered chairs was replaced by plain wooden ones, arrayed around a rosewood table. I wore my best-kept dress, in pale lavender with a snowflake ribbon and matching brooch, and my only pair of earrings. I was nervous but reminded myself that visibility among her set would help my family survive.


Our host held herself in high regard, but was indifferent to others’ social status—a rare combination—and as a result her entertainments were known to attract all sorts of guests. Her usual society friends were in attendance that night, but so was Mr. Boogher, who had also invited gentlemen employees of the United States Express Company. He seemed eager to impress his coworkers with a little thrill of the supernatural.


Mrs. Boogher was bustling about, seating her guests around the table, alternating by gender. Upon seeing me, she shouted, “Mrs. ████, come here, I have just the place for you!” Mortified, I concentrated on edging my way through the crowd without toppling over any of her expensive bric-a-brac, then sat as directed. To my left was the Reverend Moffit, a well-meaning but humorless man with whom no one could converse for more than a minute before running any topic dry. To my right sat a very young gentleman, ten years my junior, and, I thought at the time, rather tall. Of course in fact Adolphe and I are of a height; that he does not mind my mannish figure is one of the many things I love about him.


I nodded politely to Rev. Moffit, and took the opportunity to switch my attention to the young man before I could get dragged into the dreariest of small talk. There was something in the way the stranger returned my frank appraisal that seemed—well, he did not look at me the way other young bachelors did.


“Good afternoon,” he said. His English was strongly accented but, I would soon learn, as flawless as a native’s. His hair was quite fair, his mustache a bit darker. He wore a dark cravat over a clean white shirt, and had left his suit coat unbuttoned, revealing a finely tailored vest decorated with a chain and pocket watch. I liked how much he clearly cared for his appearance, in that unaffected way he has.


“Hello,” I said. “I’m Mrs. Sara ████.”


He nodded smartly. “Delighted to meet you, Mrs. ████. I am Adolphe Weiss.”


“How do you do, Mr. Weiss?” I recall I did not even wait for him to answer before adding, “Are you German?”


“I am Austrian,” he replied. I noticed he made only a polite acknowledgement of the pretty young girl on his other side before turning back to me.


Once the guests had been seated, Mrs. Boogher rang a small dinner bell. “I welcome you all to our seance this evening. Many of you I count among my closest friends, while others join us for the first time. Be assured I have carefully selected all sitters to ensure the best manifestations from the Spirit Realm.”


I had not been sure whether this was a serious affair or a winking one, being unacquainted with Mrs. Boogher’s views on the supernatural, so I had come with an open mind and few expectations.


“Tonight’s program is meant to serve as an introduction to those who are unfamiliar with Spiritualism,” she continued. “I am delighted to have with us Miss May Bangs of the Chicago Bangs sisters. Miss Bangs has been making her way across the West to share her gifts. She and her sister first became aware of their Mediumistic powers at age seven, and are able to communicate directly with those on the Spirit Side.”


Miss Bangs sat on the opposite end of the table from me. She was an exceptionally attractive young lady, with an air of modesty despite her apparent renown. Her blonde hair was cut short, with angelic curls, though her eyebrows were black as ebony. While she was slight of stature, her bosom was prominent and her whole figure inclined to embonpoint, a feature which was not lost to most of the men around the table. My new acquaintance, though, gave her no more than a pleasant but bland smile.


“We will first prepare ourselves as a group by establishing a rapport,” Mrs. Boogher went on. “Agreeable conversation will tend to harmonize the minds of those present, and unite them in our common purpose.” She gestured to a young miss of Ada’s age who moved to the piano. “It is well known to all friends of the Spiritual or Harmonial Philosophy that singing is an essential aid in the promotion of this rapport. I have written these lyrics myself, under the influence of a traveling Medium from New York.”


“Oh dear,” I said to myself, and then saw that Mr. Weiss was looking at me with raised eyebrows. “I’m so sorry, I should not have said that out loud,” I whispered.


He leaned over conspiratorially. “Will it be that bad?”


The pianist began to play a brisk and martial tune. “Mrs. Boogher has been very kind to me since I came to St. Louis,” I replied. “But her singing…”

“A life in the Spirit Lands,
A home in the azure deep,
Where the bright-eyed angel bands
Their holy vigils keep.”


“I recognize this music,” Mr. Weiss said. “It is a naval regimental march I heard performed in London. It is…”—he paused here— “an interesting choice to set a Spiritualist mood.”

“Oh that is the home for the soul,
Immortal by nature and birth,
Where waters of truth ever roll,
And the soul is beloved for its worth.”


I whispered, “She is not a bad singer in all honesty, but the rhymes…” She so vigorously emphasized the end of each line that the lyrics descended into a kind of doggerel.

“Oh, progress is ever sure
In heaven, the home of the free,
For the soul is baptized and made pure
In water of truth's—”


“Monkey,” Mr. Weiss murmured. I barked out a laugh and then tried to cover it with a cough. All these years later, I still marvel that I did something so wholly out of character.

“—living sea.


“And thus shall all souls be robed
In garments of spotless white,
The mansions of bliss shall be oped—
The spirit be filled with—”


“Marmalade,” he whispered to me. I could feel his breath on my ear.

“—delight.”


I mock-protested: “Mr. Weiss, that did not even rhyme!”


“I panicked,” he admitted.


My eyes had begun watering from the effort of suppressing impolite laughter. I felt flushed and surely looked unlike myself. I chanced a glance around the room and to my relief, no one was taking notice of us. In fact many of the men and women were similarly engaged in private conversation, save for Rev. Moffit and his wan seatmate, a purse-lipped debutante who looked as if she’d rather be lying under a trolley.

“And as they thus journey along,
That matchless and peerless host—”


“Perhaps, Mr. Weiss,” I said at a normal volume, “you could get me some refreshment from the sideboard? I spy some grapes; they are my favorite.” I tried to settle into a more placid expression but when I met his gaze my mouth involuntarily quirked into a smile. Being both mustachioed and of Germanic temperament, he appeared tranquil and composed, but his eyes twinkled.

“They shall tune their sweet harps to a song,
And heaven shall ring with their—”


“Goats,” he said as he rose, far too loudly.

“—notes.”


While he fetched us some fruit and wine I took several deep breaths and stared down at my lap, twirling a handkerchief with some amount of force. I was unaccustomed to being the center of attention, especially attention I was enjoying.


Mr. Weiss encountered a traffic jam at the sideboard, and by the time he had returned the song had come to a welcome conclusion. We applauded politely and I took the barest of sips from my glass after thanking him. “You must think I'm awfully rude,” I said to him quietly. “I honestly have immense gratitude towards our host and my conduct has not put me in the best light.”


“No, it is I who should apologize. I know few people in America and I owe a great deal to Mr. and Mrs. Boogher and their generosity towards foreigners.”


“Then perhaps together we should resolve to behave ourselves with more dignity?” I offered a little toast. “To good conduct?”


“To good conduct!” he agreed, clinking glasses. “Let us change the subject: I’ve been looking forward to seeing the Bangs sisters for some time and anticipate a lively event tonight.”


I was unsure if he was again jesting. “Are you a believer in the paranormal, then?”


“I am, and I mean that truly, as part of our new bond of honesty and good character. I spent several years in London before coming to these shores, and there I often attended events of a Spiritualist nature. I have witnessed many manifestations of mediumship—the levitation of my chair, a shower of white feathers out of nowhere, even a live fish falling out of the ceiling into my lap.” The twinkle in his eye returned again. “Once I felt the warm touch of a spirit herself, to the consternation of her son who sat beside me.”


“It seems you have a fondness for women beyond your age,” I said, and we both looked genuinely shocked at my boldness.


I was saved by Mrs. Boogher, who had rung the bell for our attention again. The guests fell silent. Two servants moved around the room, extinguishing the kerosene lamps and lighting candles in their place. The mood became expectant and I found myself swept up in it. The room darkened until we could barely make out the faces of the guests around the table.


“Thank you, Mrs. Boogher,” said Miss Bangs. “Due to the inexperience of our attendees, we will attempt only the simplest spiritual manifestations. I shall not be floating across the room or speaking in the voice of an ancient priestess of Vesta. Sometimes we uncover hidden resonances between the guests and the Spirit Realm, though, so perhaps one of you will!” She paused for effect, looking at each of us in turn. “Regardless, I promise that if you follow my instructions to the letter, we will together make contact with the other side. Now, take hands with the guests next to you. It is imperative that you do so and that you do not let go at any point during the session.”


Mr. Weiss extended his left hand to hover just above my right. He looked at me with raised eyebrows, seeking permission. I nodded, and his hand settled upon mine. It felt warm and dry, whereas I was sure my palms were clammy and damp. I remember every beat of this interaction like it was yesterday.


Rev. Moffit appeared flustered—it seemed he had reached for the other girl’s hand and been rebuffed and was now unsure what to do. I pretended to not notice him and allowed my left hand to fall to my side and fidget with the hem of my dress.


Miss Bangs pulled her chair away from the table and instructed the guests seated beside her to clasp hands with each other, forming an almost-complete circle around the room.


“Now we will begin,” Miss Bangs said. “We will seek to make contact with spirits via the Law of Sympathy, to find those who are able to communicate between the planes. Often those are the beings who maintain strong bonds of affection and love for those of us in the mortal realm. Are there any here who already feel the presence of a loved one?”


Mrs. Campbell, a wife of a prominent doctor and a woman who I knew to be an avid Spiritualist, volunteered that she detected the smell of lilacs, a fragrance favored by her mother who had passed away this spring. Mrs. Boogher agreed she too could detect a whiff of the scent, though I could smell only the clove and bay rum cologne of Mr. Weiss.


“Very good,” Miss Bangs said, rising from her chair. “Now I must gather spectral fluid from the energy in the room. Continue to hold hands.” She walked around the table behind us, occasionally swaying between the seated figures and making exaggerated gestures that I thought looked a bit ridiculous. I noticed that her fingers tended to linger on the shoulders or collars of the men around the room.


Returning to her original place, she nodded to an assistant, who began to extinguish most of the remaining candles in the room. Even the light from the fireplace was suppressed by an opaque screen. We were in almost total darkness now.


An unseen guitar was suddenly strummed, and then the instrument itself flew over our heads, guided by no visible force, and settled in the middle of the table, its sound still vibrating in the air.


Just when its notes had faded away, a man near Miss Bangs jumped in his seat. “Something touched me!” he cried.


“It is only the spirits that come to greet us,” she said. “Relax into their touch, they will not harm you.”


Now the man to his right exclaimed, “My cigar! It’s gone from my pocket.” He began frantically patting at his jacket until Miss Bangs reproached him for breaking the circle. Rev. Moffit made a second attempt to take my hand, but I swatted him away.


I heard Mr. Weiss let out a guffaw, and when I turned to look at him in the gloom, there was a cigar between his teeth. He pulled it out with his other hand and tossed it across the table to its owner. “Delightful!” he concluded, then pointed. “Hello now, what is that apparition?”


Indeed, I could make out a hazy reddish glow in the air behind Miss Bangs. The illumination was faint and shapeless, but Miss Bangs described it to us: “I see a medium-sized spirit of a gentleman, with a full face, deep blue eyes, and brown hair. His name is Charley… Ingram? Graham? Does anyone know a Charley Graham?”


“I do!” a man called out in the gloom.


“Sadly he recently left this world after a terrible influenza, but he has a message for you…” Miss Bangs said. I think she intended to continue, but I heard another guest mutter nearby, “Last I heard the old fellow had recovered, did he not?” Miss Bangs looked unsure all of a sudden, and gestured to one of her assistants.


We were startled by a loud clapping noise. The gas lights were abruptly raised to full brightness, blinding us. “The spirits have fled!” Miss Bangs cried. “My powers have become exhausted! I thank you all for your open-mindedness and generosity, and wish you a good night.” She and her staff left the parlor through the french doors, taking the now-inert guitar with them.


The room burst into excited chatter. “That was extraordinary, don’t you think?” Mr. Weiss asked me.


“It was quite fun,” I said, in all truth. I was unconvinced that anything supernatural had occurred, but I did not want to seem close-minded. Even if it had just been an entertaining performance, I had enjoyed the diversion, and of course the company.


Participants were rising from their seats and making their way to the refreshments, and beginning to speak of local this-and-that. I did not know how to make small talk and felt out of place. I took the opportunity to slip away and was in the foyer waiting for my coat when Mr. Weiss appeared behind me.


“I enjoyed making your acquaintance this evening,” he said, bowing.


“As did I,” I said. I found myself overcome with shyness now that the spell of the evening had given way to the mundane.


“My job will take me out of St. Louis for some time, but perhaps when I return I may see you again?”


A handsome man of his age should not be wasting his time with a divorced old woman, I thought, though I was only 38 myself.


He noticed my hesitation. “I apologize, Mrs. ████. I have already become accustomed to the American way of rushing towards what interests me. Perhaps fate will arrange for us to meet by serendipity?”


“I would like that,” I said. He bid me a good night, and I fled.



In the light of the next morning I decided I had impolitely spurned what was merely a gesture of friendship from a new resident of the city. I hoped I would soon see Mr. Weiss at another social event to apologize, and while I attended more than my usual number of luncheons and lectures that summer, I did not see him, nor did any of our mutual acquaintances mention him. There was a great deal of excitement about the Express company opening up service in Texas so I thought it possible he had been posted there, but was too reticent to ask about him directly.


Instead I busied myself with work and home. We were seeing less and less of Bernard these days, perhaps normal for a boy of sixteen in a big city, but I didn’t like the shifty looks he gave me when I’d ask about his activities. He said he was earning good money doing “odd jobs,” but something about his manner made me suspicious.


When I received another invitation from Mrs. Boogher, I assumed at first it was a Fourth of July luncheon, as every lady in town seemed to be outdoing herself to organize the biggest and most patriotic event. Instead, it was another seance, this one promising to be guided by an even more famous medium by the name of Mrs. Maud Lord, from Wisconsin. She was in great demand (“her name is synonymous with all that is weird and witching”) and the invitation assured me we were lucky to have her grace us with her gifts.


I found Mrs. Boogher’s parlor was decorated much as before, but there was no table this time, just a circle of chairs so close to each other their legs were touching, with only a narrow gap to squeeze through. The woman I presumed to be Mrs. Lord was seated in the center of the circle, and did not exert herself to rise for any attendees or even acknowledge them. She had a sturdy build and serious countenance, with a square masculine face and the dark coloring of a Spaniard.


“Let us hope for fewer songs tonight,” a teasing male voice said behind me.


I turned and greeted him with a blush I did not attempt to hide. “It is good to see you again, Mr. Weiss.” Though we had not been directed to sit yet, we both did so immediately so as to secure seats together.


“Did you travel far on your business trip?” I asked.


“I did, I was assigned to arrange new shipping contracts in New Orleans for the Express.”


“Ah, I’d heard perhaps Texas.”


“You have been asking after me?” he said with a playful smile. In the flickering candlelight he looked even more handsome than I remembered.


“I am a careful listener,” I replied easily. If Ada could have seen her mother flirting this way she would hardly have recognized me.


“Have you seen Mrs. Lord perform before?” he asked.


“I have not.”


“I’ve read she is among the most skilled of the test mediums.” Though I did not know what this meant, I nodded, not wanting to appear ignorant.


Fortunately there was no musical prelude this session. “Welcome all,” Mrs. Boogher announced. “I am pleased to see many who have journeyed with us before returning for another event. You will notice this is a more intimate salon than I have held before. This is because Mrs. Lord prefers to hold her sessions with only the most attuned company. I tried to ensure that our guests tonight would be especially harmonious and companionable.” I swore at this point she gave me a slight wink.


The lights were again dimmed, and our Medium spoke for the first time: “Please hold hands.”


Mr. Weiss and I did so without hesitation. I cannot recall a single thing about the man on my left.


“Now close your eyes, and I would ask the ladies to hum Nearer to God Than Thee along with me.”


“Oh no,” I murmured. I felt Adolphe give my palm the slightest answering squeeze. Our chairs were so close together that our knees were touching. I obligingly began to hum and the effect was quite soporific.


Suddenly there was a great crash of sound. My eyes flew open, and the room was filled with the clamor of a music box. I had not known Mrs. Boogher to have one in this room, but there it was, on a small side table by the doorway and barely visible in the low light. Its crank was spinning freely though there was no one near enough to have been able to wind it up.


Mrs. Lord’s eyes remained closed: “There is a presence among us who loves music as much as we do, but has no voice. They seek to join our company in song through this mechanical device.” Someone blew the last candles out and we were plunged into total darkness.


Without warning I felt a gentle pat on my head. I spun around in my chair, along with many others who had evidently felt similar touches. While they seemed amused, the unexpected contact left me suddenly ill at ease. I tried to relax and enjoy the moment; Mr. Weiss’s steady presence helped.


“The spirits are becoming more vitalized and now seek to contact us by touch. Lest you believe I am the motive force, I will now begin to clap my hands so that you can know that I remain in the center of the circle at all times.”


From everywhere in the room we heard spectral voices. Some were whispers, others were unintelligible grunts. There was ghostly laughter. A dozen low voices were all speaking at once. The voices were calling out our names and the names of the presumed spirits, punctuated by Mrs. Lord’s hypnotic clapping.


One girlish voice, seeming very near to me, said, “I am Emma,” and I started. This was the name of my sister whose death sent my mother into her unbreakable dark cloud.


Out of the darkness I heard Mrs. Lord addressing me. “You are Sara ████,” she said.


“Yes,” I answered in a strained whisper.


“Emma was your daughter?”


“My—my sister.”


The girlish voice spoke next, in front of me though I was still nearly blind and could see no one: “Sara, it is I. Do not be afraid.”


I could say nothing but echo her name: “Emma—”


“I have missed you so. I think of you often and the moments we shared together. Do not be sorry for me. I am with our loved ones—they have welcomed me here on the Spirit Side.”


My heart clenched and I felt sick. My sister had not taken a single breath in her short life–we shared no moments. I was being taken for a fool.


“Get away,” I said, and pushed my chair back out of the circle and away from the pretender. I bumped into an unseen someone behind me, who withdrew with an outtake of breath.


Mr. Weiss was naturally unaware of the exact nature of my distress, but he put both hands on mine and held tight. “Mrs. ████, I’m here. It’s all right. You’re safe.”


I had begun to panic in the darkness but his presence calmed me. Around us the other guests were still laughing and conversing with their supposed loved ones. I even heard the sound of mothers who had lost their children kissing the air, believing their babe’s spirit was beside them. It seemed like madness to me.


Then the gas lamps were illuminated—gradually this time—and we all returned to ourselves. The circle of chairs was in disarray. Two strangers realized they had been gripping each other and not their beloved dead. Mrs. Lord was fanning herself, telling us she was overheated from the effort of channeling the manifestations.


I still felt disoriented and nauseous, but I saw that I was alone in my distress. Everyone around me was happy. Even Mr. Weiss, who regarded me with concern, could not suppress his own exhilaration.


“I heard a woman speaking in German. It was my mother’s voice. She told me she loved me, and that she was sorry she did not make it to America with me.”


I could not tell this kind man, this handsome stranger who attended me, that he had surely been duped. (Years later I read that our Mrs. Lord had been arrested after assaulting a skeptical attendee. The newspaper said because she was fluent in both French and German, she sought out audiences where that skill would be of use. I threw it into the fire before Adolphe came home from work.)


Instead I said, “I am glad to hear it. And thank you for your kindness, Mr. Weiss, I am not often so easily upset.”


“It was nothing, and please call me Adolphe.”


“Thank you, Mr. Adolphe.” He smiled at that, and I realized that my distress had faded away in the pleasure of his company. “Please call me Sara,” I said.


“Zara,” he agreed. I liked the way my name sounded in his accent and I have never attempted to correct him. Then I said he could call on me, at my home. He broke into a giddy smile, and told me he had never had a night so full of happy surprises.







Interlude One



St. Louis March 1903


    I must break from my narrative for a moment to reflect on
    the book I am writing, here in my quiet and sunny room.
    You more than anyone will understand the joy I get from
    simply imagining this world of Mars. I get so lost
    in its construction I often forget to write it all down!
    Yet I must write because my time is short, and I have
    so many of our little secrets and delights to
    sneak into this manuscript. Inspired by you, today I am
    inventing fantastic animals to populate my journeys to the red planet:



    	
        A snuffling, grunting,  boar-like monster weighing over a hundred pounds, subsisting on a truffle-like fungus so rare its own existence is imperiled.

    


    	
        The Entoan draft mule, pure white with a comically tall black mane, now seldom found since people have mastered electric power.

    


    	
        The silken-haired Algoû, noted for its shoulders being higher than its haunches.

    



(For my own amusement, I decide that my fictional self is invisible to the people of Ento, but can be perceived by a caged anthropoid, a sullen tree-climber with a poor temper but natural clairvoyant talent and who hoots at me.)


When it comes to the flowers of Ento—the Plimosa diafa̤ avina̤—I find myself returning to Earthly forms. During these sessions I often sneak plant specimens into my room to sketch. Adolphe cannot tell flowers apart and will never notice the resemblance between the blue columbine and the Isoina, nor that a bouquet of white phlox enters my study only to emerge as a sketch of the Erinca micana. I give them the names my mother and I assigned to the wild plants of the Plains, any of them save the Rodel, the dread water-lily, the flower of death.


Perhaps it is a limit of my imagination that I cannot invent the botany of Mars, or perhaps nothing is more transcendent than the flowers I hold in my hand.
[image: A black and white drawing of radial flower pedals and lanceolate leaves, which animates into view as if being drawn]
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Vodû


St. Louis August 1872

I remember this particular day with intense clarity. I have turned it over and over in my head, as one might hold a weighty jewel, a sparkling yanû, to marvel at, and reassure oneself that it is real.


After a respectable but agonizing period of four days had passed since the seance, Mr. Weiss came to the house and suggested a stroll around Shaw’s Garden. “Mrs. Boogher mentioned your love of plants,” he explained. “I’ve never paid them much notice myself, so I hope you might educate me.”


We took the streetcar along Chouteau Avenue, where the crowds were minimal. Adolphe said little during our journey except to indicate our transfers. Though he is a man of small stature, he did not hesitate to press a gruff laborer to give up his seat for me, when the stranger pretended to be lost in his newspaper.



    We arrived at Tower Grove, at the western edge of the city, and entered through a stone arch titled Floretum–the flower garden. Each bed was sculptured around a green sward, a lawn of an emerald hue surely unknown in nature. We paused before a parterre of showy marigolds in yellows and oranges, arranged in concentric circles around a central tower.
    Along the path, Grecian columns flanked us, topped with tropical flowers, cacti, aloes, and great arcing birds of paradise.


The tower was peaked by a Moorish dome in the shape of an onion, topped with an intricate weathervane. One could apparently climb into the structure, as there was a woman and two young girls seated in the arched windowsill looking down at us. The tower flared out at the base with an elegant eaved hip roof, supported by wrought iron pillars upon which vining plants had been trained.


[image: The observatory at Shaw's Garden]

“Does it meet with your professional approval?” he asked. We had barely spoken since we entered; I was caught up in wonder, and he, I realized, had been carefully observing my reactions.


“I’ve never seen anything like it,” I admitted. Until then, I’d thought of flowers merely as domestic pleasures, a way to bring nature’s beauty into the controlled space of a home. But this garden was situated amid the churning furnace of the city, and these delicate arrangements from foreign lands were arrayed unprotected beneath the punishing Missouri sun.


We continued our walk via the fruticetum, planted densely with small fruiting shrubs and vines. Early fall bounty was everywhere, and while they were not meant for picking, Adolphe could not resist snatching a handful of swollen grapes for me. When we were sure we were unobserved, I snuck one into my mouth, only to spit it out immediately—it was outrageously sour. “These are wine grapes!” I protested. Adolphe hastily tossed the remainder into a shrub and we continued our walk with our heads held high, two unrepentant vandals.


“When did you come to America?” I asked.


“1866,” he told me.


“Only four years ago? But your English is perfect.”


“I was born in Vienna, it’s true, but my father was engaged in the tea trade between China and England and we traveled extensively. Growing up I heard more English than German, especially after my mother died. When my father also passed away I took over his accounts, and made my way first to San Francisco, and then to the Sandwich Islands in the kingdom of Hawaii.”


And I had thought a steamboat down the Mississippi was the journey of a lifetime!


“It has been an exciting but volatile occupation,” he continued. “I am hoping to make a more dull and steady career with the Express company.”


He directed me to sit in front of one of several broad greenhouses, perfectly symmetrical, with twin wings of slanted glass roofs. The building was fronted by chalk white gravel paths, each looping around a circular plot of calendula. Before us rose an immaculate marble statue depicting the Roman goddess of Juno.

[image: The view at Shaw's Garden]

Flanking our bench was a pair of enormous date palms, as one might have found in the fine parlors of a hostess like Mrs. Boogher. I stroked a broad leaf in admiration until a gardener in overalls gave me a disapproving glance.


“No plant is safe from your grasp!” Adolphe said, laughing.


I was mortified and attempted to change the subject. “How have you found America?”


“St. Louis suits me. I hear German spoken on the streets and I find it gives me a feeling of being home, even if that was home only for a brief part of my life. Is that odd?”


I chose my next words carefully. “No, though I find the place where I grew up brings conflicting memories. I cannot recall the good ones without being overwhelmed by the bad. I prefer to think only of the present.”


He nodded but said nothing, and I wondered how much he had heard of my early life.


We entered the main conservatory. It was exceptionally humid inside, and smelled of humus and a pleasant kind of damp. The building was divided into zones designed to emulate all the climates of the world. One section housed tropical species with huge drooping leaves, big enough to hide a person. Another collection showcased rare and dangerous plants from as far as Australia and Madagascar. There was even a simulated desert, warmed by the sun through the glass on all sides, and guarded by tall cacti that soared over both our heads. I loved the feeling that we were traveling over the whole Earth with just a few steps and wondered how high one must soar to see the real planet in such a way.

[image: The desert climate of the Shaw's Garden conservatory]

When we emerged, the sun hung low in the sky. To the north, bituminous clouds from the city factories marred our view across the gardens. In the other direction an adjacent parkland was being cleared and planted, a grand bandstand already visible at its center. To the west the land was still prairie in those days. I felt the city and I were both on the cusp of great change.


“Thank you for a wonderful day,” I said, daring to rest my hand on his forearm.


“I hope it won’t be our last,” he replied.
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September 1872

My third seance would not be at Mrs. Boogher's, or even in a parlor, but in a small theater called Howard's Hall. Adolphe had invited me to a presentation hosted by the First Spiritualist Association, an active and growing organization where he was a board member. Such groups were constantly forming, splitting off, or reforming according to arcane machinations within the membership. This one catered to prominent figures in the business community; while the organizers were true believers, many joined for the access it afforded to influential men in shipping and rail.


He had encouraged me to bring the children—this event was open to the public and he promised a more theatrical performance than the intimate home affairs. Bernard, as usual, was out with his rowdy crowd of boys, and did not show. Ada, also as expected, jumped at the opportunity. I worried about a girl growing up in St. Louis with only a country mouse of a mother to protect her, so I had thus far limited her public engagements.


A young secretary of the society found us immediately when we entered the theater, and brought us to the front row, where Adolphe had arranged for us to sit together. He joined us once the crowds had packed the theater full, and he was accompanied by another man, one who appeared to be in his late twenties. Adolphe introduced him as a manager of the Express company, one who oversaw rail shipping up and down the Mississippi Valley. "This is Mr. Chauncey Crosby," he said.


Mr. Crosby had an imperious air and towered over Adolphe at almost six feet. He had a dark complexion and dark eyes, a slightly aquiline nose, large mouth, well-developed chin, and hair that seemed it would go thin before its time. He wore his shirt collar starched and upright, affixed with a tight bowtie, and an evening jacket with such a fine weave it seemed to glimmer in the light. When he was first introduced he barely looked at me, continuing to scan the room as if looking for someone more important. Then Ada stepped out from behind me. Mr. Crosby had eyes for no one else.


"Delighted to meet you, Miss Adelaide," he said solicitously. He added a nod, though his collar was so tight it was more like a stiff bow. "I am sure you have not been out in society much, because I would no doubt remember you."


"My daughter is only sixteen and has rarely been to evening entertainments," I replied.


"Hello, Mr. Crosby," Ada said, dazzled by him.


Bless his innocent heart, Adolphe seemed unaware of the currents eddying beneath the scene. He suggested that Mr. Crosby join the three of us in Bernard's empty seat. Inwardly, I grumbled at my son.


Our group had a moment's uncertainty before sitting down, so I positioned myself between Ada and Mr. Crosby, which satisfied no one but myself. The lights dimmed and the evening's medium took the stage.


Mr. Milan Summer Beckwith, the then-president of the Association, was acting as our master of ceremonies. He was a gregarious and vigorous man, with a great head of dark hair pomaded to a peak, and a beard reminiscent of President Lincoln, to whom he was said to be distantly related.


Mr. Beckwith began, "I am pleased to introduce Mr. Moses Hull, from New York, among the first mediums to be awakened to his powers directly by the Fox sisters. Mr. Hull is a trance medium, and one whose vocalizations and manifestations are the most powerful I have encountered. As you well know, Spiritualism is a science, resting on demonstrated facts as much as geology and chemistry. What you will see here tonight should convince even the skeptics of these facts. "


Mr. Hull indeed appeared to be a man of science—he was tall, with tightly curled short hair, graying early, and a luxuriously puffy mustache. He was seated on a plain wooden chair which faced a tall cabinet of sturdy but simple construction. The cabinet had two panel doors and no drawer at the bottom, and sat flush with the stage floor.


Mr. Hull spoke then. "Once we have fixed upon a subject to contact, I will enter the spirit cabinet in order to concentrate my energies and provide a focal point for the deceased to find their way to us. You may experience strange sights and sounds; this is a sign that our contact with the Spirit Realm is strong." He added that he felt good energy from the audience, and that the spirits should need little in the way of convincing to join us tonight.


He asked for a spectator to join him on stage to make our first contact. I felt Ada stir next to me and firmly pressed her back against her seat.


A boy not much older than she was selected and was assisted up on the stage. He expressed a desire to be reunited with his father who had died fighting in the war. There was a murmur of sympathy from the audience, but the medium shook his head with regret. "Those spirits so freshly taken from us by that heroic cause are not yet ready to return to us. Is there someone else you might wish to speak with?"


The boy was disappointed but acquiesced to instead try to contact his father's mother, in the hopes that maybe she would have news of him from the hereafter.


The auditorium dimmed and the stage was now only partly lit from beneath by a few footlights. The medium asked the boy more questions about the woman he was to contact, and then closed his eyes while emitting a tuneless humming sound. An assistant—apparently Mrs. Hull—emerged from backstage, opened the cabinet door, and escorted the medium into the cabinet. We could still hear the sound of humming for a moment, and then all was silent.


Without warning, a sharp "rap!" came from inside the cabinet. Every man and woman in the room jumped. The door to the cabinet opened a crack, but the medium did not appear. Wisps of a kind of smoke or vapor followed, catching the light and forming a slow-drifting cloud over the head of the boy. The boy was standing in the middle of the stage but now fell back to the wing and stumbled onto his backside. The cabinet door crept open a few more inches.


An ethereal shape emerged—a gossamer outline of a long arm or tentacle, a pearly cloud that glowed in the footlights. Everyone was transfixed as it swirled and rotated in the air, seeming to reach towards the boy even as it rose towards the ceiling.


It was thrilling! I was witnessing a true appearance of the supernatural! I wished I were seated next to Adolphe so he could take my hand again.


The shape continued to twist and fold onto itself, sinuous like an eel and slowly rising. From my vantage point at the front of the theater I could lean forward to see up into the rafters, lit as they were from below.


With this closer inspection, I could see that the thinnest of threads connected the cloud to a mechanism in the ceiling—a confluence of gears and swing-arms that moved in concert with it. The manifestation seemed to be merely some reflective fabric or mesh, guided out of the cabinet and across the stage through the action of an unseen stagehand.


One glance at my companions told me they had not seen the deception and remained as enthralled as the others. I sat back, keeping my disappointment to myself.


On-stage, the medium had begun to emerge from the cabinet. His appearance was much changed, though his newly-white hair was an effect I attribute to powdered chalk and not contact with the hereafter.


He spoke to the boy in a high falsetto and said that his body was now shared by the boy's grandmother, who brought greetings from his beloved father and assurance that they would meet again in the afterlife.


I struggled with my feelings in that moment. I felt angry at the deception, for sure, and at myself for having again been momentarily fooled by a simple theatrical trick. But I saw that tears were filling Adolphe's eyes—no doubt thinking of his dear mother—and what comfort did I have to offer in return? On stage the boy was openly weeping with relief. What harm did it do for a child to believe that a beloved parent watched over him, forever safe among angels and war heroes?


At last the medium feigned exhaustion from "maintaining the ecstatic state of paranormal contact" and begged Mr. Beckwith to bring the evening to a conclusion. When the lights came up, Ada and Mr. Crosby flew into communion over what they had seen, and I could see in her bright and flushed face that any objections I had about this man would be in vain.


Adolphe patted Mr. Crosby on the shoulder as he squeezed between them to join me, then put his hands in mine with easy familiarity. "Wasn't that extraordinary?" he said, his voice choked with emotion. I smiled at him, and at the little group of four we made, and knew that on this day, my family had enlarged.
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St. Louis May 1873

We married in the spring of next year after Adolphe insisted on a leisurely winter courtship. Other ladies might have felt that a marriage between a divorced woman and a much younger man was shameful, but our love felt inevitable and natural. We were comfortable joking about our unusual affair; I pretended to scour the society pages and read aloud invented stories about our scandal—the innocent young immigrant helpless before the conniving divorcee and her throng of needy children.


Ah my children! Ada was yet too young to marry, but keeping her away from Mr. Crosby was an impossibility. Chauncey had a promising career, and while we would never warm to each other personally, his conduct was that of a perfect gentleman. I pretended not to notice that her “trips to the department store” were more often rendezvous with her suitor.


Unexpectedly, Adolphe and Ada formed a close bond of their own. He fussed over her, and she adored attention when it came from him rather than from me. He gave her nicknames in German and taught her mischievous phrases she could use to tease me. His fatherly instincts lifted a burden I hadn’t known I was carrying; I was no longer a sole caretaker and could begin to make space for my own dreams.


Bernard was another matter. At any given time, he might hold down a respectable job—a clerk at one store or another—but inevitably he would be asked to move along. When he was unemployed he would stay out all hours, then sleep all day and not emerge from his room until driven by hunger and conveniently available to collect whatever Ada and I had procured for the evening meal.


Just as Chauncey and I did not find each other agreeable company, Adolphe and Bernard clashed almost immediately. It was not jealousy; my son had no love for his father and did not want the responsibility of being the man of the house. Instead, I think he was intimidated by my husband’s easy manner and worldliness. Bernard expected sympathy for his rough upbringing—moving around constantly, with one parent basically a child herself and a father who lost interest in him. Adolphe had sailed around the world yet was at home anywhere. Despite Bernard’s persistent rudeness, my husband never wavered in trying to befriend and support my son.


I was not even sure Bernard would attend our wedding, but when I emerged from my rooms that morning he was already waiting in the common area, wearing a colorful plaid vest he acquired from who-knows-where, looking clean and presentable and very unlike a rowdy boy of nineteen. He was speaking comfortably with Mr. Crosby; surprisingly they had become fast friends. Ada was beaming. She looked so relaxed and happy it made my already full heart soar.


The custodian of the Chouteau house had allowed us to use her dining room for the ceremony. My sister Nancy was in too remote a part of Nevada to attend, and I had not invited my brother Samuel, as I was still stung by his abandonment. Our wedding was nevertheless well-attended by Adolphe’s coworkers and my fellow residents. Adolphe had insisted on a newspaper announcement, and though I had stipulated no gifts, my request was ignored and I had to suffer the kindness of our friends.


When Adolphe arrived at the house my breath just about stopped, for he looked as handsome as anyone I’d ever met. He must have engaged his barber that very morning, as his beard was expertly trimmed and combed, his hair parted razor-sharp—a far cry from the harried fiancé I’d seen yesterday making last-minute arrangements. He wore a brocade vest and a formal silk stock tie all the way up to his neck, both newly purchased.


He had brought with him Reverend John Robinson who attended the Methodist congregation near the Chouteau house. Some Southern Methodists had held attitudes about slavery I found distasteful, but I respected Rev. Robinson as a sharp thinker. Adolphe was relieved there was at least one member of the clergy I could tolerate—or, as he put it: “Someone’s got to marry us, it might as well be him.”


Everyone was in a rush to congratulate us, but I approached first my closest friend in the boarding house, one whose company I would enjoy for many years: Alberton Blanchard. Alberton was an age peer of Bernard but a much wiser and kinder young man. He was quite hard of hearing and as a result had a manner of speaking that some struggled with, but as his frequent confidant I always understood him perfectly.


“You look beautiful, Mrs. ████,” he said.


The room was loud so I leaned in and spoke directly into his ear trumpet as he had instructed me. “I know I am not yet married, but nothing would make me happier than for you to call me Mrs. Weiss starting this moment.”


“You look beautiful, Mrs. Weiss,” he replied, and gave me an exaggerated bow.


I could not help it—I began to cry. Adolphe clasped my shoulders to steady me. “Reverend Robinson, I think we should begin before my fiancée is too overcome to pledge her eternal devotion to me.”


Adolphe had directed him to omit any mention of “obeying” from our vows, saying, “I assure you we are not promoters of free love, only that I would not ask my wife to pledge that which is against her nature.” I’m told the reverend made a small frown when reciting the alteration, but I did not notice. I wasn’t looking anywhere but at Adolphe. And so we were married, and I was able to scrub that hideous name from my person forever.



We moved in together at a more centrally located boarding house run by the widow Grigsby, which she aspirationally called the Washington Avenue Hotel. Most of the lodgers worked on the river and were rarely about the premises. Bernard did not move with us to the hotel, and Ada soon left the nest for her own future. I felt safe there, but I missed the camaraderie of the Chouteau house.


Chauncey Crosby proposed the morning of Ada’s 18th birthday—the minimum age I would allow—and I admit that was romantic of him, perhaps the only gesture of the heart I ever saw the man make. She loved him, and I had no possible objection to his family: prominent jewelers named Langsworthy from back East. I wearied of their persistent invitations to visit the many things in their village named after them, but as supporters of the young couple they were unimpeachable.


I had little to do for the ceremony itself as the Langworthys sponsored the whole affair. They rented out blocks of rooms at the Belvedere Hotel, close to our residence on Washington Avenue and a genuine hotel of the finest quality. Scores of Langworthys arrived from New York, remarking to each other at every opportunity how brave and adventurous they were to join us here at the “frontier.” Annoyed, I told one wide-eyed ingénue that our family had once subsisted on raw buffalo and that I learned to hunt with a bow and arrow. Fortunately my childish pique did not disrupt the otherwise beautiful wedding of my only daughter.


The next day Ada invited me to enjoy the luxury of their newlywed accommodations at the Belvedere and its legendary luncheon. At the end of our meal, I finally asked her a question I had been afraid to raise: did Chauncey intend for them to remain in St. Louis?


My sweet girl flushed red in shame and looked down at her lap. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, Mama. Chan has been named Vice-President of the Express Company, and we are to move to New York City.”


My heart caught in my throat, but I reminded myself that Adolphe had sailed halfway around the globe as a child—my daughter and her wealthy husband could move East where they would live in comfort. “Well, that will be an adventure, but I am sure Chauncey will arrange everything marvelously.” I took her hands in mine to reassure her I wasn’t upset.


She looked relieved. “And at any rate we will visit often, and with a whole gaggle of children!”


On Sunday evenings it was our custom to attend Adolphe’s weekly Spiritualist meetings, so I was a bit concerned when he did not arrive home in time for our early supper. There was nothing I could do but wait and fret.


When he finally came through the door at close to 9 o’clock, he was completely disheveled, yet still cool as a cucumber. “Zara, forgive me, I was delayed,” was all he said. He removed his coat and began searching about the apartment. “Do you know where I left my whisk brush?”


“Delayed!” He appeared unhurt so I progressed directly from worry to exasperation.


From our bedroom he called back, “I was set upon by a gentleman of erratic temper. Don’t worry, he was arrested.” He strolled back into the sitting room in his shirtsleeves, which were also worse for wear. “As was I.”


“Arrested!” I reached out and grasped his forearm before he could slip away again and pulled him beside me on the settee. “For goodness’ sake, Adolphe, what happened?”


It transpired that he had indeed been thrashed by a man—his tailor, as Adolphe’s considerable bill was months overdue. “That did not give the man cause to insult me!”


“Hmm, did it not?” I asked, inspecting a tear on his cuff. “Will you press charges on him?”


“No, but I ought to; he accused me of spending all my money at beer-halls!”


“Then what did you spend it on if not your garments?”


He did not answer, but I was sure I knew. Adolphe tried to stand up but I gripped him harder. “Did you loan money to Bernard again?”


“Yes,” he admitted.


“He will not pay it back.”


“I know.”


I released him gently. “Your generosity is one of many things I love about you, but my son has to find his own way. And you must square accounts with your tailor because this damage to your cuff is beyond my capability.”


He sighed, his eyes searching my face and then settling, intriguingly, on my mouth. “If it’s what you wish, my love, I will do it all.”
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Virginia City, Nevada Summer 1880

The letter began, “Dear Sally—though I suppose you go by Sara now—I know I have been a poor sister to you. I am unwell, and I have no one else to turn to. Can I beg that you attend me here until I have recovered?” I put it down for a moment to catch my breath, then continued to read: “I ask not just for my own welfare, but for the chance to make amends for my neglect in the past.”


Nancy was 12 years my senior and had moved out of our house when I was 13, and after my first marriage three years later I hardly saw her. She had followed her husband Thomas in his pursuit of mining riches into the high hills of Virginia City, Nevada. Adolphe insisted I would be happiest if my sister and I reconciled, and arranged my travel for me as he could not take extended leave from work.


The rail lines I took on my journey west had their last spikes hammered in only recently, and on the way I passed long stretches of undeveloped land not yet claimed by homesteaders and speculators. I came to understand I had seen nothing of the true American West. Towns like Virginia City were not like quiet little Somerset, Ohio. These were rough places that catered only to miners, with taverns for miners and brothels for miners, served by railroads that brought miners in and silver out.


Nancy and Thomas lived on North Street, a sandy, desolate road skirting the valley, where the houses overlooked dry scrub all the way to the horizon. I had not seen her in more than a decade, and I suspect we were both equally shocked by how time had affected us. I do not know whether it was her illness—a prolonged influenza she could not shake—or the burden of so many failed births until her daughter Henrietta, but she looked infirm to me.


“And where is your dear Ettie?” I inquired.


Nancy flushed and did not meet my gaze. “She is married to a nice young man from Gold Hills.”


“She is only sixteen,” I said sadly, but did not reproach her further. What was done was done, and besides, Nancy’s treatments left no time for quarrelling. I stayed with her for many weeks that summer.


“This must be very tiresome for you, tending to me,” she said, one afternoon while abed. “I have been feeling stronger and miss my solitude. Perhaps you would like Tom to take you to see the mine?”


Such a thought had not occurred to me. “Isn’t it dangerous?”


“The mine offers tours to visitors so they can tell their friends back home of their bravery.” She said the last bit with some derision, though admitted she herself had not been so brave.


Thomas had made little impact on my visit until now; I saw him at dinner and rarely otherwise. He had an air of grievance about him, with the demeanor of someone who once had thought he’d be rich and had to settle for being merely employed. He did not relish the notion of bringing his sister-in-law to work, but I had felt my natural curiosity stirring when Nancy first suggested the idea, so I pressed him into agreeing.


I pictured the mine as some kind of crude hole in the side of a mountain with donkeys and carts weaving in and out, but this was wrong. We arrived at an industrial structure resembling factories along the Mississippi—a wide brick edifice with a vaulted ceiling and many outbuildings behind it. Clouds of black smoke and steam rose from densely packed chimneys, more chimneys than I’d ever seen crowded into one place. Thomas explained that each outbuilding had a singular purpose: here was the planing mill, there the machine-shop, those were forges for shaping the picks and drills used on site. One wing was surrounded by stern-looking men holding rifles; that was where Thomas worked, guarding the assay office where the silver bullion was melted, molded, and graded.


The main building was a hangar with no rear wall, having been built directly up against the hillside, and no ceiling save the roof, which was crisscrossed by imposing metal girders. Carts and trolleys attached to immense chains were dragged or winched in all directions. Everywhere were pale and serious men in blue overalls, appearing from and vanishing into clouds of white steam like industrious angels, if angels emerged from what appeared to be the deepest bowels of the earth.


Thomas turned to me. “Soon we will go in and descend, and returning may take some time as we are subject to the whims of the supervisors. It’s common for visitors to want to turn back once they get a glimpse of what’s ahead. Are you sure you’re ready for this, Mrs. Weiss?”


I readily admit I was intimidated by the cacophony and chaos of the mine. It’s one thing to not believe in Hell, but quite another to be asked if you’d like to drop in for a visit. I stiffened my resolve—when else would I get a chance to see such a place?—and agreed.


We joined a small group of other visitors by a dressing-room. The men were instructed to change into the same overalls as worn by the workers. There were no workclothes suitable for women, but Nancy had lent me her simplest day dress and work boots. A kind young miner gave me a clean apron to tie around and protect my skirts.


A foreman herded us into one of many elevators in a bank up against the earthen wall. A placard running across read: "NO PERSON IS ALLOWED TO SPEAK TO THE ENGINEERS WHILE ON DUTY." He gave us brief safety instructions: we were to hold on to the cage while descending, obey the workers at all times, and touch nothing. Observing my unease, Thomas said, “Understand that these engineers have the utmost reputation for sobriety and vigilance, or else the men would not trust them with their lives.” I nodded even while a knot of fear coiled inside me.


Inside the elevator we took positions around the edge of the cage and held on. The foreman secured the gate and nodded to an engineer on the platform. We began to descend.


The motion was as smooth as any city elevator. The weak lanterns inside the car were not bright enough to illuminate the shaft and I could not easily guess our speed. As we descended we caught glimpses of shirtless men working machinery; I think my companions were discomfited by my presence in these moments.


Finally, our elevator stopped with a clang. The whole car bobbed as its safety cable caught and recoiled, and a few of my companions stumbled, but I had been holding on for dear life with both hands. Everyone hurriedly filed out of the cab except for me, as I found I was having difficulty breathing.


“It’s normal to be afraid at first,” Thomas said. He put his hands on mine and uncurled my fingers that still clenched the elevator cage. I was moved by the unexpected gentleness of this gruff man. I nodded and somehow put one foot in front of the other.


The landing at the bottom was surprisingly comfortable, with ample seating, newspapers, and buckets of ice water. There was even a cabinet of curiosities containing spectacular crystal formations in every color of the rainbow, and fool’s gold and other pretty but valueless ores.


We moved as a group into the tunnels. The miners dodged effortlessly between us, hurrying on their business. One of our group commented that the air down here was notably cool and fresh.


The foreman said, “There are ventilation tunnels that connect to this one, and air is always flowing through them. Where the air moves into a shaft we call it the downcast, and where it exits we call it the upcast.”


“It can be quite pleasant,” the foreman continued, “Unless there’s a fire. If that happens, the upcast becomes a pillar of flame.”


I listened with horror as he described the time when a stray spark in another mine lit a column of flame. The fire snaked through the tunnels in an instant, exploded out through the upcast shaft, and burned a hundred feet into the air and with a roar that could be heard from a mile away. The inferno was impossible to put out, and the conflagration ended only when the tunnel collapsed on itself. Many miners died that day, though the foreman hastened to reassure us that many adjustments had been made to prevent such a calamity.


“Are you well?” Thomas asked me. Apparently I looked as pale as the miners.


I knew then that our planet was as much a living thing as I was—that it needed to breathe, that it built up and relieved pressure, that fire and ice coursed through it as blood and bile coursed through me. It was a thoroughly corporeal experience. Trembling there in the mines I felt the improbable kinship between my fragile form and the whole of the planet. I wished it were true that I possessed an eternal Spirit, when the alternative was to be crushed or immolated by the implacable and indifferent forces of nature.

We now are in another great cavern whose floor slopes abruptly to this precipitous elevation and, standing on its edge, we look down upon a very hell of tumultuous flames… Up, up, toward the vaulted roof it climbs, twisting, curving, writhing like a gigantic serpent; now it slowly sinks downward and is engulfed. Now in the distance a storm is raging. See how the fiery billows are rising; higher, higher, leaping and curving their angry crests they madly rush toward us as though they would overwhelm us and as they burst against this precipice, involuntarily one shrinks back from their hot, mephitic breath.





Observe that pyramidal fountain near the centre. Is not it grandly, wonderfully beautiful? See how it forms itself into a rose shape, while from its heart numerous jets shoot upward. A moment and it is gone and all over the surface of the fiery lake myriad fantastic shapes of many hued flames are glowing, scintillating and projecting themselves toward the lofty roof, forming a magnificent pyrotechnic display.





The noise is indeed deafening and the ever changing spectacle so awe inspiring that words cannot adequately describe its terrible, but wondrous beauty. 


Page 68



"I will be all right," I replied, shaken. "But I think I am not fit for the deeper places of the earth."


Nancy extolled my bravery when we returned to her, and after another week of convalescence she felt well enough to order me to return to St. Louis. I had been away from home all summer and acutely missed Adolphe, so I did not require much suasion.


On the morning of my departure, I received a telegram from Ohio, forwarded from Missouri after a long delay. The telegram said that my first husband had died. It had happened months ago, most likely while I’d watched the land roll by on my journey west.


I asked Nancy to write to Ada and Bernard to let them know, though probably they had already heard and sought to spare me by not mentioning it. I’ve never asked them. The news roused in me no feelings at all, and I boarded a train back to the man who I love.
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New York December 1880

In those days, St. Louis was a young city, constantly expanding. There was always a new building or bridge being erected, with steam earth-movers shifting mustard-colored clay and sinking pylons into riverbeds. Features I recalled from years back– even the cliff-like rise of the great Indian mound to the north–had been cut down and flattened to make way for the railroad or streetcar. What had remained whispering bluestem prairie for an age would soon be absorbed into the metropolis.


Manhattan, though, was an old city by American standards, now clamoring to build up and over itself. Modern construction jostled for room on that already crowded island, with some buildings judged obsolete before completion. City blocks were snaggletooth rows of one-storey wood-framed shops sandwiched between tall stone spires framed by catwalks. Signs assaulted the senses, painted on every wall and carved on every lintel: “Equitable Life Building”, “Knickerbocker Trust and Exchange,” “The Daily Graphics Office.”


All of this I saw from the window of a private carriage that collected me directly in front of Grand Central Depot. The carriage driver came alone and delivered to Ada and Chauncey’s new townhouse in Manhattanville. They owned a pristine red brick building with symmetrical rows of generously-sized windows, a broad brownstone stoop, and a flat mansard roof. It was modern and practical, very like Chauncey himself.


Ada greeted me in her foyer and apologized for not meeting me at the station: ”Chan wouldn’t hear of it—he hardly lets me out of the house.” She was expecting her third child, due in several months. She looked me over with as much concern I had for her, a sure sign that my daughter had grown to be a woman and I was entering old age. “Mama, you must be exhausted after your journey. Shall I take you directly to your room?”


Consumed entirely with missing her, I waved this off. We went instead to her chamber where I found young Wilson.


"Hello, Grandmama," he said politely. With a nod from his mother, he came forward, and gave me a quick hug, then withdrew, his expression all business. The boy took after his father.


Marie, the nursemaid, came in and scooped him up for his nap, followed by Mary, the Crosbys’ housemaid, who asked about the seating for dinner. (Chauncey never failed to mix up the poor girls’ names.) Then the carriage driver peeked in to tell me my luggage awaited me in my room. With such a large household staff I wondered whether I would even be needed here, especially when I observed how adeptly Ada handled all the commotion, assertive like a born general.


The fall weather had turned cool already, so she wore a light woolen tea gown, loose-fitting with minimal trimmings, in pale yellow—she always favors the light colors I love too. Once the servants were shooed away, I pulled her into a grateful embrace. “Mama!” she protested, then relaxed into it.


To my practiced eye, Ada looked lovely but fatigued. “How are you feeling, my love?” I asked, releasing her once I felt I’d embarrassed her enough.


“I’m well,” she answered. “Just easily tired. I’m glad you’re here through my confinement.” At that moment we were both thinking of her first child, the son she named George Weiss in her stepfather’s honor. His birth had been difficult and fraught with complications, and I knew she worried that some failing as a mother had doomed him to a short life.


“I’ll make sure everything goes smoothly,” I replied. After much hectoring on my part, Chauncey agreed to hire a nurse to be on call for the remainder of Ada’s term, which did much for my peace of mind but little for my relationship with my son-in-law.


Otherwise, the weeks passed agreeably and I was pleased to spend time with my grandson. Adolphe had supplied me with curious toys from Japan he thought the boy might enjoy—an wooden goldfish on wheels, a jack-in-the-box contraption in the form of a rooster, and, to Ada’s great regret, a firecracker that could be fired again and again with a loud pop which the boy deployed strategically to maximally startle his victim.


On afternoons when I did have time to myself I called on the nurse Chauncey had engaged. She looked exactly as one might hope: humorless but competent, with an old-fashioned tight bun and middle part that assured a worried parent she did not have too much fun.


I interrogated her at length about Ada’s previous delivery troubles and what we might expect this time around. (I have little memory of my own births, lost as they are to those dark years.) I learned a great deal before wearing out the nurse’s patience. She even lent me some books on midwifery and obstetrics.


I found the illustrated manuals especially valuable, and spent many hours in my room studying the drawings of the womb, including those where the baby was breech or otherwise incorrectly oriented. This was how Ada’s first child had presented during her labor—not truly breech, but not positioned to emerge without aid. Poor George had suffered from lack of oxygen for too long, the nurse explained; this left him with weak lungs and a vulnerability to pneumonia. If there was any fault to assign, she said, it was the accoucher’s, not his mother’s.


Again and again I asked how she would handle things if that scenario replayed itself. She showed me, using some unsettlingly realistic models, how she could rotate the baby while it was still in its mother. She also reminded me that she was quite experienced in these matters and that I should not worry overmuch.


I did not think for a moment that this information would be useful for me; I did this as a way of coping with my nerves. I did not want to burden Ada so I said nothing to her about these visits, and told her that I was visiting the library, reading the newspapers from out west to stay abreast of news from home.


Several years later, in March of ’91, I would receive a letter from Mr. William Kelsoe, then a young journalist and now a newspaperman of great reknown. He had an interest in theosophy and spiritualism, and through our Society had heard the story I am about to relate to you. In his letter, he pressed me to write down the events in detail so he could corroborate it with others who were present with me in New York.


I was reluctant to dig myself further into this lie—this family legend of what happened during Ada’s accouchement—but I felt I had no choice. Adolphe assured me he would not be disappointed if I did not further publicize it, but I knew that he and Ada both cherished this evidence that our family was blessed by the intercession of a benign spirit. Besides, I told myself, it harmed no one to believe.


I will tell this story here to you twice. First you will find, word for word, what I related to Mr. Kelsoe. Then I reveal to you the truth of it, which I have kept buried beneath the lie, because I did not want my daughter to know how close she had come to death.


(As told first to Mr. Kelsoe.)


It was late in the month of that very cold winter, and my daughter was expecting very soon. Despite the reassurances of the nurse, my unease was growing with each passing day. Worse, Chauncey insisted that only his favored physician, Doctor Ranney, would attend his wife, and the doctor resided far downtown.


On Friday January 21st I had the fateful dream. You have surely heard this part, and it is accurate:


I dreamt that Ada went into labor during a terrible winter storm; that the doctor could not be reached; that the nurse was useless with terror; and that I alone delivered the baby. In my dream, Chauncey arrived soon after the birth with a young doctor who examined the baby and pronounced that all was well. For some reason, I was fixated on the doctor’s flamboyant cravat, coral silk embroidered with blue flowers.


That morning over breakfast I relayed the dream to Ada because I thought it would reassure her. I described the cravat in special detail because it was the most vivid part of the dream, but treated the whole thing as curiosity. Chauncey came in just as I finished my story and Ada began to immediately re-tell it, unintentionally embellishing a bit and mixing up some of the details.


Chauncey listened to his wife with only partial attention while he spread marmalade on his toast. “Well, it’s a good thing we have you, Mrs. Weiss, in case of emergency. I’m told the telegraph lines are in a terrible state due to the sleet we had overnight.”


Peevishly, I replied, “Then I wish you could arrange some way for us to get word to you quickly while you are at work. What are we to do if Ada needs the doctor and you’re unreachable?”


If I irritated him, he did not show it. “To satisfy you, Mrs. Weiss, I’ll write a telegram for the doctor and leave it with instructions at the Western Union district office on Lexington. And if the lines are out of order, they will send a boy to me and I will dispatch the doctor myself.”


Ada said, “Thank you, dear, that is a relief,” and I could think of no more reasonable option myself, so I let the matter drop.


Tuesday morning I awoke to find the city glistening with ice from another overnight storm. Neither Ada nor Chauncey were at breakfast—he had gone to the office, and my daughter was still abed. I barged into her room to find her awake, covered in sweat and with a look of panic on her face. “The baby is coming,” she said. All night she had felt the early pangs of delivery, but she hadn’t wanted to disturb the household too soon. Now the pains were becoming unbearable and she was afraid.


I marched downstairs and sent the housemaid to the district telegram office as Chauncey had arranged. “If the lines are down, tell them to send anyone they can to get him; this is an emergency. On your way back, fetch the nurse.”


Several dreadful hours passed while Ada progressed to true labor, and agonized through her pains with no one to attend us. Then things went from bad to worse. A substitute nurse arrived and told us our experienced one had been called to a different emergency. This new girl was barely more than a teenager and had never acted as an accoucher or even attended a birth. She hovered at the corner of Ada’s bed, murmuring and fretting. “I know as little about this as you and you don’t hear me carrying on!” I exclaimed with exasperation. The girl began to cry, and then soon Ada with her.


At last, I heard Chauncey's voice on the stairs. “Devil take it! What is going on in my house?” At the sound of her husband’s anger, Ada began to cry even more forcefully.


He burst into the room and went straight to his wife’s side. “Addie my love, please, be still. I am here now.”


Though I appreciated his consideration for her, his reassurances were empty if he came alone. “Where is he?” I demanded.


Chauncey looked at me blankly. “Where is who?”


“Oh Chan, for heaven’s sake, the doctor! She may give birth at any moment.”


“I haven’t been able to reach him,” he said hoarsely. “All the lines are down.”


“Then go door to door until you find another one,” I said. He did not move and I thought I might have to push him out bodily, but he managed to collect himself, kiss Ada on the forehead, and then rush away.


Ada sobbed when he left and looked at me in terror. “Oh Mama, what shall we do?”
(As told first to Mr. Kelsoe.) Then came a feeling that I should be glad to have explained to me. In that moment, a sense of calm came over me, and I felt only what a very coolly rational and experienced doctor might feel.

I reminded myself that I had been through difficult childbirth too, among hostile strangers no less, and had produced this strong and beautiful young woman. I had prepared myself both intellectually and emotionally. I could see us through this crisis if I remained calm.



“Ada,” I said, “don’t be afraid. I know just what to do. All will go well.”


She looked at me with wary surprise. “If you are not afraid, Mama, I won’t be.”


I grasped her hand just as another contraction hit her and she cried out again. This was the breaking point for our nurse, who became panic-stricken and ran from the room. I grunted with exasperation. “My daughter, I’ll be right back,” I said, and went after the girl.
I retrieved the sobbing young woman and, in a manner wholly foreign to me, directed her in how to assist me.

The crisis had sharpened my senses and I found that I could perfectly recall every detail I had learned about obstetrics from the nurse. It was as if I had been born into that profession. I retrieved the hysterical young woman and directed her to get fresh water, strong thread, whatever morphine was in the house, and every kind of clean rag or towel she could find. I tied two towels to the bedpost to give Ada something to pull on during her contractions.




        
        I acted not as loving mother but as experienced medical practitioner.
        

        

        Between pushes there was some fluid and bleeding and other unpleasantness, which I cleaned thoroughly while Ada rested until the next contraction. The nursemaid Marie hovered in the doorway, and I had the presence of mind to put her to work too, charging her with changing the bedding as needed.
        




        
I do not deem it proper or necessary to go into details; suffice it to say that I succeeded perfectly, although there were complications which might have resulted in serious difficulty without this guiding intervention.
        

        

I could see the crown of the baby’s head emerging farther with each cycle. “All is going well, Addie,” I said, over and over again.


At last, the crown of the head stopped receding when she relaxed, and I perceived that it was time for her to give the greatest effort. “Push hard,” I said, and she did, and I am sure she screamed at that point but I heard nothing, just placed my hands below her until the delicate head had slid fully into my palms. Then the baby stopped.


Ada sobbed with relief for only a moment until another wave hit her; this time it was the nurse who urged her on. One shoulder became visible, but after several pushes I determined that the other was stuck in an unnatural position. The baby’s face began to turn an alarming shade of blue.


This was the complication I had prepared for, though. With complete calm I rotated the shoulder with one finger while pushing gently on Ada’s body where the nurse had shown me. I felt the shoulder slide out and barely had enough time to reposition myself before, with a great gushing of fluid, the entire baby rushed into my outstretched arms.



I felt all my equanimity vanish and I stumbled. The nurse came to my aid and she did what was necessary to clean me and the child. Wilson’s nursemaid hurried in on cue and removed the wet bedding and the india-rubber sheet beneath it, while I placed the baby in Ada’s arms and the nurse gave my daughter some tincture of opium.


At long last we heard Chauncey on the stairs again, bounding up two steps at a time with a young man in tow. He took in the quiet repose of the room with such a comical look of surprise that I laughed. Ada’s eyes fluttered open and fixed on her husband. “You have a daughter,” she said, dreamily.


For some reason he frowned and looked at me. I was sitting down in the corner of the room, though I don’t remember how I got there. Every part of me was trembling as I wondered if I was about to faint.


Meanwhile, the young stranger announced that his name was Dr. White, and began to examine Ada and the newborn. “Everyone seems to be quite all right. Was there any complication?”

The nursed replied, “Only for a moment.”


The nurse whispered, “The baby was stuck for some time. We were afraid she was going to suffocate.”




“I see. Very well done, then,” Dr. White said to her, but the nurse shook her head. “It was all Mrs. Weiss,” she replied.


I staggered over to my daughter’s bed and lay down beside her. The doctor was eyeing me with great curiosity now.

I asked him, “Why Doctor, we have met before but I do not recall where!”


I said to him, "It was nothing, Dr. White. A very ordinary birth.”



Ada plucked at my sleeve. “Mama, look at the doctor’s cravat.”

I knew at once he was the man whom I saw in my dream, and then realized that all the occurrences of the past six hours were a complete fulfilment of the dream.


This Dr. White did wear a brightly colored and fashionable tie, but it did not look anything like the one I had described to Ada, and while I had indeed dreamt of a complicated labor, I had been practicing for that very thing for many weeks.


I could not say this, however. Ada would be distraught, and Chauncey would be affronted by his mother-in-law’s lack of faith in his care.



“Why, doctor, it seems we have met before,” I said lightly.


“Do you live here in New York?” With a smile he added, “I dare say I could use your help in my practice.”


“Forgive me,” I said with some weariness. “I was subjecting you to a family joke.”


Ada, always stubborn, remained animated. “Some guiding power was warning you about the ice storm, and it then came to your aid today. How else would you have been able to assist as you did?”


“You need to rest, my love,” I chided her. I did not want her to think about how fragile her body was—how this could have been the end for her or her child. If I had only known how persistent this narrative would be for the rest of my life, I would have positively dissuaded her from her belief right then and there, but I was tired and wanted to let the matter drop.


I was yearning to sleep but just then the missing Dr. Ranney came hurrying in. “I had been called to Brooklyn, and the ice was so heavy that the return boat was delayed,” he said, addressing Chauncey.


The younger doctor recounted in rapid, jargon-heavy detail what had transpired. The older man turned to me and scowled. “You acted as accoucher? With no training?”


“My mother was guided by a foreseeing intelligence,” Ada said matter-of-factly.


“I don’t know what that means. A doctor should have been here.”


“I could not agree more,” I said.


Ada sighed dreamily. “I think we should call her Claire, don’t you, Chan?”


“The mother will have to be examined further,” Dr. Ranney insisted.


“Right now my daughter needs to rest,” I said. “As do we all.”


Chauncey moved to see him out. We heard Dr. Ranney from the stairwell. “I will return tomorrow as I am not satisfied with what I have seen here.” I could not make out Chauncey’s reply.


“What a horrible man,” I said, turning back to my daughter, but she was already asleep. I stroked hair away from her damp forehead, and regarded you—my granddaughter—who still squirmed in your mother’s arms.


Claire, I put my hand on your forehead and whispered to you until you too were sleeping. “Loha̤û vrāimēon, Gentolēna̤,” I said to you. Welcome, little beloved one.


I telegraphed Adolphe to let him know the good news. Of the specifics I said only, “Had interesting dream.”


I also wrote to my dear friend Alberton; he had a pragmatic perspective on life that I had come to rely on. In my letter to him I confided how I had allayed my worries about the delivery, and how fortunate it was that I did: “I’ve learned that even a perfunctory knowledge of midwifery can be life-saving.”


After some weeks it was clear that you and Ada were well, and Chauncey was anxious to have his mother-in-law return home. When I got back to St. Louis, I learned that Ada had written to Adolphe with her own version of the story, with much supernatural embellishment. Once again I passed up an opportunity to set the record straight; it seemed unimportant now and Adolphe relished the discovery that he’d married a clairvoyant.


His mood was further lifted by a promotion at the Express company. I would attribute this solely to his honest diligence, but it was also due to his connections at the Spiritualist Association. (Our little society was much in the papers those days, though not always in the best light—Mr. Moses Hull of the staged apparition had recently engaged in a debate with a clergyman so heated it ended with fisticuffs on both sides.)


As a result, that summer we were able to move into a better set of rooms—our first true private apartment, with hot and cold running water and an upgraded view of Missouri Park, a pretty little square fronting fashionable Lucas Place and its marble sidewalks. The park was planted densely with pin oak and sycamore saplings, more trees than I had seen in all of St. Louis. I enjoyed many a late afternoon sketching them from my window.


We held Association meetings in the basement of Howard’s Hall, and the agenda of these was typical of any social club—reviewing the finances, confirming speakers for upcoming lyceum, resolving trivial disputes over bylaws. On this day soon after my trip I expected much the same, but was instead met by a hushed quiet when Adolphe and I entered.


“They have all heard about your extraordinary manifestation of Mediumship,” my husband explained.


Mrs. Boogher accosted me first, resplendent as usual in one of her exceptionally tailored violet princess-line dresses. Her hat was trimmed with a spray of iridescent blackbird plumes which almost brushed the low ceiling of the room. “When we met, I sensed at once there was a powerful vital energy in you,” she asserted. To a friend she added, “I introduced the two of them, you know.”


“So you often remind us,” I murmured to my husband. Adolphe replied smoothly, “Of course we could not be more grateful!”


Our group was joined by Mr. Beckwith, our society president, in an exuberant mood. “Your husband’s account of your experience was quite vivid, Mrs. Weiss. I don’t believe I’ve heard of the Spirits commanding our physical organism so completely. Is it true your consciousness was in abeyance throughout the entire event?”


“I cannot say, I replied carefully. “It is like attempting to revive a poorly-remembered dream.”


“But you are certain you were under Spirit control,” he mused. It was not a question. He exchanged a knowing look with Mrs. Boogher and then said, “As you may have heard, Mrs. Weiss, the Association is looking to appoint its first slate of women officers once all of us have exhausted our terms.”


I turned with some surprise to Adolphe, who had not in fact mentioned this. “You won’t continue as vice-president, dear?”


He made one of his little shrugs. “So many of the most talented Mediums are women; it seems only fair.”


“And if we have an exceptionally spiritualized woman among our group—” Mr. Beckwith said. He let the sentence dangle there.


“Me?” I exclaimed.


Mrs. Boogher sniffed. “I would be a boon to the organization, of course, but I already have too many responsibilities.”


“There will be a vote, naturally,” Mr. Beckwith added.


Adolphe laughed. “Yes, dear, you can always hope to lose.”


Exasperated, I called on Alberton, whose engraving studio was not far from our home. In the years since we’d first met, he’d become a good-looking and prosperous businessman with an adoring young wife. He received me gratefully, as he now spent most of his days dealing with suppliers and invoices rather than the creative work he enjoyed.


“What am I going to do?” I cried, collapsing into a chair. I told him the whole preposterous series of events. “I only wanted Ada to be spared my worries and to not to fear childbirth. By the time I returned home, she had convinced Adolphe I had some kind of paranormal assistant, and now Adolphe has told everyone at the Association. He would be a laughingstock if I recanted. It’s all gotten so out of hand!”


He thought for a long time before speaking, as was his custom. “I don’t think you have much choice but to go along with it now.”


“Alberton! That would make me a liar!”


“It’s a little late for that, Sara!”


I choked back a laugh. He continued, “You’ve told me you share many of the values of the Spiritualists, if not their beliefs. Could you not bend the organization to your will, even a little? I think you would make a formidable leader.”


I sighed. “My life is already so much more full than I had thought it could be, I struggle to imagine I deserve any more.”


He chuckled. “My friend, you surely have faults, but a lack of imagination is not among them.”


When I got home, Adolphe had already departed for one of his evening gymnastics sessions—the funny German exercises promoted by his local Turnvereine. He had left behind a wry note and a final vote count. “My condolences,” he had written. I had been elected president of the First Spiritualist Association.
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Sara - What flower lovers the Entoans must be. Wherever we have gone there is such an exquisite display of blooms that constantly I am wishing that I might carry some of them home with me, and really it seems odd that I cannot.


Page 327



St. Louis October 1883

You were only five or six during this period, so you probably don’t remember your visits with us as vividly as I. You were as curious as I had been at your age, with the same dreamy imagination as my mother–but lacking her fatal melancholy. Very early you showed an interest in all the arts—music, cooking, drawing—but since I play no instrument and am an indifferent cook, we focused on the latter. You and I spent many hours sketching together at my writing desk or (if Adolphe wasn’t there to chastise us) on the floor of the Axminster carpet in the parlor.


One afternoon you threw down your tools and complained that your work looked nothing like the vivid images in your mind. I tried to reassure you that all great artists suffer so, but you were too frustrated to continue. I picked up the sketchbook from the floor and examined it.


“Ah, I see the problem—you are drawing the exotic beasts of the planet Ento! They have never been seen on this world and are difficult to depict accurately. This, what you have here—” You were probably trying to draw a horse, or maybe a giraffe, but the figure had an uncertain number of legs and its eyes were not all on the front of its head. “This is called a lûma̤. It feeds on shrubbery and very tall trees. How perfectly you have captured the usual position of its eyes, which allow it to see in all directions at once!”


You studied my expression to see if I were making fun of you, and, reassured, looked back down at your drawing. “I drew a lûma̤!” you concluded.


“That’s right.” I brought you over to my desk, where I was assembling a bouquet for our foyer. “This may look like an Earthly arrangement, but they are actually rare Micana̤ drufi. Micana̤ means lily, and drufi means orange-colored.”


“Micana̤ drufi,” you repeated.


“Your pronunciation is very good, Claire, you sound like a native Entoan.” I proceeded to lead you around the room, naming things as we went. Some of the words I pulled out of my memories of the same game with my mother, others I made up on the spot.


At one point you gestured towards my earrings, a simple pair of rust-colored topazes. “Drufi?” you asked.


I laughed. “They are indeed orange! We shall say they are Yanû drufi, meaning ‘orange gem.’”


At that moment we heard the sound of the front door opening, and Adolphe meticulously scraping off his boots. You squealed in delight and ran to him, yelling, “Grandpapa!” It was a silly little game, but bringing those words back into my life brought me such joy.







Interlude Two



St. Louis June 1899

I remember dozens of words my mother and I invented in my childhood, but you and I have added so many over the years, tucked away in our correspondence and our sketchbooks, that I wrote a glossary to keep track of them:


    	Bûdas lota̤: a gigantic tree, whose palmlike foliage trembles incessantly


    	Gariffo Tsûvon: bird of the cloud God, Tsûvon


    	Kyn nûynao: an anthropoid of a peculiar species


    	Loita̤: harplike musical instrument


    	Vybo: gold; glittering, shining, brilliant, and sparkling


    	Vocha̤: an animal resembling a cow, but much larger


    	Floitza: an attractive flowering shrub, blooming in a variety of colors




When I’ve finished a chapter of my book, I go back and find homes for our words. A Martian lake becomes Etzoina̤ loisa, a body of placid water. A forest becomes a grove of majestic old-growth Kymos lota̤a. My fictional Sara, who is quicker and more daring than I, picks sweet (Litzen) purple (Apru) berries (Tûlaa) and eats juicy orange Etza̤ right off the tree.


Some days I write no new pages at all, but instead just savor the way our secrets wriggle into my tale.
[image: A black and white drawing of a flowering shrub, which animates into view as if being drawn]
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St. Louis January 1890

You would have loved Bernard as a boy. Ada was a refined lady from the moment of birth, but Bernard was a true rebellious child, with all the fearlessness of one who has not yet learned that the world can be unforgiving of the slightest misstep.


At our lonely homestead in Iowa, I taught Ada all the skills of womanhood she would need to run a household, and she took to them with all the enthusiasm I never felt. With Bernard, I found my own pleasure in sharing the natural world with him, as my mother had done with me. He was as comfortable outdoors as Ada was in the domestic sphere. I never felt as close to my son as when the two of us were out in the garden under the wide blue skies.


If Bernard had loved school, our time in St. Louis would have been paradise for him, for Ada and I endeavored to let him focus on bettering himself so he could support us when he came of age. Unfortunately he had neither the aptitude nor the patience for classroom learning. We fought over this constantly, and I must admit now I was especially hard on him for not appreciating an opportunity that I’d always yearned for.


Instead this disaffected young man gravitated towards trouble. At too-young an age he discovered a passion for carousing with other ne’er-do-wells. He was not naturally gregarious or outgoing, and I perceived that indulgence in spirits (the wrong kind) lent him some of those qualities, but at the price of his health.


After I forbade Adolphe from supporting him, Bernard turned to Chauncey and asked that he secure a career in the Express Service for him. Ada, who understood her brother well, recommended a physical role, one far away from bad influences. For a few years Bernard was posted down South, doing what Adolphe called “claims investigations,” but I suspect meant roughing up thieves. Bernard came home for Christmas one year and was animated with tales of rail heists he’d disrupted. In the end, though, he could not resist the temptation for easy money. He began to accept bribes to look the other way, and Chauncey was forced to fire him.


In the summer of 1889, I received word that Bernard was back in St. Louis. He was holed up in a very disreputable rooming house, one where men lazed in bunks stacked up to the ceiling and the air was stale and foul. I was told he’d been injured and was in a sorry state, so over Adolphe’s objection I went to my son.


Bernard was too weak to even rise from his filthy bed, so I sat with him, ignoring the leering taunts of his bunkmates and entreating him to better his life before it was too late. He would not tell me what had befallen him. We’d once been confidants, but now he was a hard man who had closed himself off to me.


“I just had an accident, Mama. I only need to rest,” he said.


“You look as if you’ve been beaten within an inch of your life,” I replied, and attempted to clean his brow. “When was the last time you had a bath? Come to our apartments. You can stay with us for a time.”


“I have friends here. They take care of me.”


I pursed my lips. “There is no bond of union among these sorts of lodgers.”


“Hey, come on now,” a man in a nearby bunk objected. I ignored him.


Bernard was shaking his head. “I know you mean well, Mama, but I’ll be up and about before you know it.” Here he began coughing but did not even have a handkerchief to his name. I gave him a fine silk scarf that Ada had bought for me in New York.


I was only his mother and could not force him to do anything. When his coughing fit had subsided, I felt I’d done all I could—I tried one more time to convince him, but when rebuffed I took my leave of him. He kissed me goodbye with real love, though, and that is a comfort to me, because that is the last time I would see my son alive.


Carl Bernard passed away on January 14, 1890, at Chauncey’s pied-a-terre in Chicago. No one has ever told me how he died. When I’ve asked, I’ve received only a sad shake of the head, or they mutter, “Poor Bernard, it is too terrible to speak of.”


I am forced to imagine all possibilities, and this is a kind of blessing. I hold these ideas in my head delicately, never fixing on any of them. I keep his fate sealed away, in a state of suspension, my son eternally deathless:
Bernard got the adventure he was always seeking, and joined a gang of men holding up the Rock Island and Pacific Railway outside of St. Joseph, Missouri. Using Bernard's knowledge of the Express shipping schedule, the gang stopped the train by incapacitating the signal man. They broke into the armored car expecting bullion or jewels but found only documents—deeds and leases valuable only to their owners. Chauncey posted a reward for the capture of the bandits, so in order to get something for their trouble the gang turned in Bernard after drugging and battering him. Chauncey took pity on his brother-in-law and sheltered him at his home, where he did not recover.


Bernard's passion for drink only accelerated when he moved to Chicago. He fell in with a crowd of barflies who spent every moment of their day, awake or insensible, in what could not even be judiciously called a tavern. When an unlicensed distillery was raided by the police, he was found unconscious in a nearby alleyway. He had been robbed and had no identification, save a letter of reference from Chauncey. Chauncey was called, and brought him home, and before a doctor could even arrive, Bernard died of the overproofed poison he had been drinking.

Bernard could not shake his love for loose women, and found himself besotted with a prostitute of the lowest sort. She depended on him to support her opium habit, and while Bernard did not follow her down that particular dark path, his run of petty thefts eventually landed him in county jail. By that point, the syphilis he had contracted from her had taken hold; profoundly ill, he was released into Chauncey's care while awaiting trial. He died before his day in court.

Bernard had recommitted himself to the straight path, and had started again as an errand-boy for a Chicago grocery. Chauncey agreed to lease him a room at a generous rent. Bernard was struck by some form of sudden dysentery, and, feeling he had been burden enough already, tried to recover alone on his own. When Chauncey finally found him in his room, it was too late.





The funeral was held in Dayton, Ohio, and he was buried in the family plot that Chauncey had secured for us. I could not attend. Adolphe arranged for me to be watched by friends ’round the clock while he attended on our behalf.


I’m told I was abed for three days when I learned of his death, and would not be roused. I greedily welcomed the same enveloping fog of grief that had consumed my mother. I spoke to her often through that fog, which she had called Moûentos hoa̤ falados, the Valley of Desolation. I told her I forgave her for her selfishness now that I had shared her loss. I heard no answering voice, because I believe that death is final, that there is nothing beyond a physical existence. I refused food, and drank plain water only sufficient to satisfy my caretakers, who I called foolish in their Spiritualist beliefs, and sent them away from my room. I wanted to die, not to join my son—because I did not believe in such things—but because I could not imagine living with this pain.


My first clear memory is afterward, when Adolphe finally came home—whatever day it was I do not know. He stood over me, still in his travel clothes, his face gaunt with sleeplessness. He kissed me on the temple and told me, “Take as long as you need, Zara. I will be here waiting for you.” I remember that he opened the drapes to let my beloved sunlight in, and how gently he closed the door, and how angry I was to realize that I could not bear to leave him after all.
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Chicago September 1893

“Mama, Adolphe! You made it!” Ada greeted us both warmly, and, though fatigued from our long journey, I was glad to see her. She and Chauncey had made the decision to relocate the entire family from New York to Chicago after several years of them living mostly apart.


Servants relieved us of our bags. My daughter looked radiant, recovered from the loss of her brother, in the prime of her life at 27.


Chauncey emerged from his study to greet us as well, and he and Adolphe immediately launched into a stultifying recap of the minutiae of our train journey:


“Chicago and Alton?” Chauncey asked.


“Missouri Pacific!” my husband replied.


“How was the sleeper?”


“Universal Parlor—I’ll tell you it’s no Pullman.”


Ada mercifully cut them off. “Chan, the children will be home from school soon and I’m sure Mama and Papa Weiss will want to spend time with them before supper. Let our guests have some time to unpack.”


Seeing my daughter so perfectly composed and happy only served to highlight my own prolonged period of grief. I was no longer in the grip of the fog, but nor was I fully myself.


Adolphe had insisted that, as president of the Association, it was my duty to attend the National Spiritualist Association of Churches assembly in Chicago. While I truly didn’t have the strength for the responsibility, I also didn’t have the energy to refuse it. I tried to convince him to take my place, but he wouldn’t budge.


As it so happened, the World’s Columbian Exposition was also in full swing, and Adolphe had not hesitated to invite himself along to that. It did not escape my attention that one of these events was a tedious symposium of committees, and the other was a grand spectacle.


He paused while fastidiously shaking out his evening wear to kiss me on my cheek. His whiskers tickled, but I did not giggle as I once had. “How are you feeling, my love?”


“I’m well,” I lied. Since Bernard had passed on I was tired all the time. Adolphe suggested I rest for a bit; I agreed and did not even change out of my traveling costume, just set my hat to the side, seated myself on an expensive bergère, and sank into a dreamless sleep. I was awakened by the sound of your quiet voice.


You were seated on the floor at my feet, with a sketchbook open in front of you. You were talking to yourself. I reached down and stroked your hair. “Little Claire, where did you come from?”


“Grandmama!” you exclaimed, and gave me the greatest of hugs. “I wanted to be the first thing you saw when you woke up.”


“And so you are!” I said, rousing myself for you. You were twelve, then, but still to me very much a young girl. Ada had dressed you quite finely, but nearly every piece of your outfit bore some scuff or mark of having been mended—you were a city child born for the country. “May I see your drawings?” I asked.


“It’s an herbarium for school,” you replied. “I’m meant to dry specimens and then sketch them. It’s so dreadfully boring that I thought it would be more fun for us to label them with our secret names.”


I was so unexpectedly moved by this that I began to tear up. I sent you to the dresser to fetch my handkerchief, and then began paging through your book, frowning as if trying to remember some long-forgotten fact.


“Ah yes, this looks to me like Oina mista̤,” I said. “It means snow lamp. Its white, star-like blooms remind us of the lamps of the gods which light up the night sky.”


“Of course!” you exclaimed. “And what about this one?”


“That is Loisa gentolissima, the grandest of flowers.” I said. “I call you Gentolēna̤, or little dear one, and I am Gentola̤, which simply means lady. Gentolissima is the name for a very distinguished woman, one who rules over all.”


“So, Mama.”


I laughed. “That is surely right. Your mother is formidable indeed.”


Chauncey arranged for the entire family to visit the World’s Fair. I initially resisted. Adolphe pulled a most unfair gambit and sent you in to convince me. He knew I could not withstand your pleas.


Your father insisted we arrive via Lake Michigan, on a small private naphtha launch owned by a fellow railwayman. The ingenious little motorized boat was dwarfed by the huge steamships disgorging other tourists. We disembarked at a long, straight wharf, and joined queues of people boarding a moving sidewalk—a slowly circulating platform curved like a lollipop, where passengers rode upon rows of pew-shaped benches.


[image: The moving sidewalk on pier at the World’s Columbian Exposition]“The tramway rails are welded into unbroken lines, which, at short intervals, rest on cushions of an elastic substance very like caoutchouc, which prevents noisy jolting and jarring.” Page 356

You sat between me and Adolphe; your brother sat between your parents. The sidewalk carried us inexorably towards the fairgrounds, which was gated by an immense and gleaming white colonnade stretching hundreds of feet in both directions.


I whispered to you, “We shall call this conveyance a soitzēn.”


“From now on, whenever we can, we will ride a soitzēn rather than walking,” you replied.


I nodded to your mother who sat ahead of us. “Our supreme Gentolissima should expect no less.”


At its terminus we disembarked from the curious moving sidewalk, and all felt a moment of disorientation returning to our own two feet. Chauncey brushed aside the boys who hawked lemonade and the sausage-like “hot dogs,” and led us through the peristyle, beneath a grand arch. We emerged into the Court of Honor—a long promenade along a reflecting pond called the Great Basin, capped on one end by the immense gilded Statue of the Republic.


[image: Statue of the Republic at the Columbia World Exposition]“On the raised centre of the platform is a statue very much larger than the others. Its proportions are indeed gigantic, and its form and features are so finely modelled, so majestically beautiful that it seems incredible that mortals could have fashioned it.” Page 487

I knew that these structures were temporary, made of pine and plaster and not marble, but the effect was breathtaking. The reflecting pool was joined by a canal to Lake Michigan, and everywhere water vessels both great and small were passing in all directions—even a replica of one of Columbus’s ships was docked here.


Up over a small arched bridge we went, while below us in the canal, fairgoers riding a gondola pointed up if we were exhibits ourselves. At the other edge of the reflecting pool lay the imposing dome of the Administration Building, which we would later see lit up at night. Before it was the great Fountain of the Republic, an ornate marble barge drawn by seahorses and capped with the triumphant figure of Columbia herself.


I took your hand and pulled you slightly away from our family group. “This White City is modeled on the ancient city of Tena̤va̤h, which once sustained a population of millions along the shore of Yoitan-dylû.” Here I pointed back at Lake Michigan. “But then a great underground volcano erupted, and the water became super-heated, and all the peoples of Tena̤va̤h were displaced.” You nodded, and reached over the edge of the sidewalk towards the pool.


“Don’t touch the water, Claire! It boils still! See how the iridescent vapor is heaved out from the ground itself!” I nodded to one of the many fountains along the promenade. “The ancient people believe that they angered the god Andûmana̤, but today we know that it is only a natural disturbance of the seismic activity of our planet Ento.”


Just then, Adolphe joined us, touching me affectionately for a moment. “What do the two of you conspire about now?”


“It’s our secret,” you said, primly.


“It is very like you, wife, to be amid one of the most wondrous creations of our age, and find ways to make it even more mysterious.” He consulted his guidebook. “Let us first visit Arts and Manufacturers. They say it’s the largest building in the world.”


“I could believe that it is so, though every structure at the Fair seems built at an unimaginable scale.”


The Arts and Manufacturers building was a colossal structure with a vaulted ceiling that contained not merely rooms but entire houses. Adolphe guided us along to the Austrian House, filled floor to ceiling with fine crystal vases, cups, chandeliers—all of them luminous. Light bounced from gem to gem, dazzling the eyes: prismatic, glowing, and scintillating like stars. What a range of coloring they possessed—blue, rose, yellow, emerald—and all so otherworldly.


[image: Crystal and glassware arranged along a cabinet, at the Columbia World Exposition]“Gold, silver, crystal and other lovely wares in endless profusion. Evidently many of them are for decorative purposes. Such a collection is enough to make one covetous. Imagine me landing in my own home with one of these magnificent vases in my arms. Not for a moment would anyone believe that it came from the planet known to them as Mars.” Page 362

“Can we ride the Ferris Wheel?” Wilson asked, unimpressed.


This question caused a great deal of disruption. Ada questioned whether the wheel was safe. Chauncey thought it more prudent to allocate our time to the educational exhibits. You children insisted that if you did not get to go, you would surely die. I hurried us away from the delicate glass structures as everyone was gesturing carelessly to make their point.


Adolphe cleared his throat and opened the guidebook. “It says here there is a building where one can leave rowdy children behind, to be tended by nurses.”


“You don’t say?” Ada replied, eyeing you and Wilson.


“It’s true! For the price of a nickel you can leave them in the public nursery. It has windows on all sides, so the public is free to gawk at them.”


Both of you had become very quiet.


“Do they take good children?” Ada prompted.


“No, only the worst of children are accepted.”


“Well then I believe we have two fine specimens to donate to the cause.”


You and your brother howled in protest (there was such a building, but in truth it was only for babies and toddlers).


We agreed that we would ride the wheel as a family, but Adolphe thought he and I needed some time to ourselves. While Ada and Chauncey went with you and Wilson to the concessions, my husband accompanied me to Wooded Island, which contained the Japanese tea house and the Horticultural Building. The latter was something of a disappointment.


“Ah yes, surely this is what you came here to see,” Adolphe said wryly. He was standing in front of the California pavilion, whose central display was, inexplicably, a life-size model of the Liberty Bell made of oranges.


We took our refreshments at the tea house, and—I am sorry, but I cannot tell my grandchild what these two old lovers whispered about.


We rejoined your parents on the Midway plaisance. Ferris’ Great Wheel rose up into the sky, massive but somehow delicate as a spider’s web. At its highest point the wheel was 25 stories tall, higher than any building in the world.


[image: Ferris Wheel at Midway at the Columbia World Exposition]“All aboard, friends. Now we rise for a hundred feet or so; now we dip a little; again we rise, and with an undulating movement we have ascended far above Camarissa̤, which sits among the shining waters and under the silvery mist veiling, but not concealing its beauties.” Page 328

We boarded one of the cars at the base of the wheel; each was packed full to standing room only with several dozen people. I felt nothing at all when the machine began to turn—it seemed as if we remained still and the ground fell away from us. The roar of the steam boilers faded as we ascended, and we were lofted towards the clouds as silently as a bird.


When our car found itself atop the wheel, the rotation paused, and all of Cook County was spread out before us: the fairgrounds of the Exposition itself and the White City to the east, the campus buildings of the University of Chicago, and the sweep and expanse of Lake Michigan. The lake appeared as vast as an ocean, with no end as it seamlessly melted into the sky in one unbroken silver sheet. Downtown Chicago lay to the north, its miles and miles of avenues and sky-scraping buildings swallowed up by the smoke from a thousand factories. Below us, a procession of steamers entered and exited the fair, leaving beyond trails of even blacker smoke. I thought I would be frightened of the great height—surely humans weren’t meant to have such a godlike view—but I felt at peace. The only rival for our height was the captive balloon ride, which none of us were brave enough to try.


In Nevada when I had descended into the mine, I had felt that deep connection with the body of the earth. Here, floating above the world, I felt an expression of Earth’s spirit. I beheld the breadth of what man and nature had created laid out across the horizon. I perceived a living network, not of fire and seams of ore but of water and air.


[image: Tethered hot air balloon afloat over the Midway at the Columbia World Exposition]“...all are surrounded by wide paved roadways, over which people in motor vehicles or on foot are passing, and overhead air transports, like huge humming birds, are rushing in all directions. What an amazing, bewildering scene!” Page 135

“I thought I’d be out of my wits, but I’m not frightened at all!” a red-headed stranger in a straw hat said to us, breaking my reverie. He was laughing at himself; even the ever-composed Chauncey was speechless with awe.


“What do you think, my little Gentolēna̤?” I asked you.


“Enora̤,” you said, in our secret language. Wonderful.


Adolphe and I returned to the Exposition on a weekday, when you were in school, to see the Parliament of Religions. The event invited speakers representing all the world’s major faiths, save those the organizers thought disreputable. Mormons, Spiritualists, and the very same American Indians who were so popular on the fairgrounds were all snubbed. (Adolphe could not stop grousing about the slight; privately I thought the other groups had a greater grievance.) Some speakers declined to attend—The Archbishop of Canterbury was said to reply that “the Christian religion is the only true religion” and did not join us.


Nevertheless, the hall was packed shoulder-to-shoulder, and the crowd overflowed out the doorways on all sides. This was more people than I’d ever seen in one place. The multi-day event drew thieves and pickpockets as well, as the rapt audience was insensible to grabby, exploring fingers, though we escaped unmolested.


At my insistence we had arrived early, so our view was quite good. At least thirty representatives from all parts of the globe were assembled onstage. Some men wore traditional costumes such as robes with elaborate sashes, or solid black gowns which pooled at their ankles. There seemed to be no limit to man’s creativity when it came to hairstyle, beard, or mustache. Two men in flowing garments seemed completely hairless! I was dizzied by the sheer diversity of humankind on display—it was one thing to read about Zoroastrians, Jains, Confucians, and Muslims, but to see them all arrayed before us, and to know this was but an incomplete catalog of humanity’s beliefs, was quite overwhelming. I could not account for it, but I felt profoundly moved before the speeches even began, knowing that I was but one part of this great parade.


A bell rang ten times, once for each of the religions represented on stage. A good-looking young Indian man was introduced as Swami Vivekananda, a representative of the Hindus, to open our proceedings. He was dressed in a deep crimson robe, with a saffron turban that thrice wound around his head and then trailed onto his breast like a scarf. I did not know what to expect from this man, but his accent was melodic and pleasant, his voice forceful in the immense space but tremulous with nerves.


“Sisters and Brothers of America,” he began, and hesitated just a moment, perhaps fearing that we would reject an overly-familiar greeting. Instead something unexpected happened—the audience almost as one rose to their feet and erupted into sustained applause. I can say only that I was struck by an almost painful desire for communion with these representatives from foreign places in the world.


Taken aback, Mr. Vivekananda was last he was able to resume his speech, in which he told us of the Hindu faith and its history of religious tolerance. He said he believed that all religions could be accepted as valid without diminishing any of them. He urged us to understand that every man is struggling to find truth, and that if his heart is pure, he will reach this truth regardless of the faith that he followed to get there. This touched me in the way that the tiresome preachings of my youth never had.


I was no less moved by the speakers who chose to chasten us. Mr. Kinza from Japan horrified the audience with his tales of violent and predatory Christian missionaries. “Christianity brought instead of peace, a sword,” he thundered, and those of us in the audience were again on our feet, shouting “Shame!” not at our foreign visitor, but at those supposed men of God who had corrupted their faith. “There are buildings in San Francisco where it is posted, ‘No Japanese allowed,’ in the same manner as prohibiting dogs. If such be Christian ethics—well, we are perfectly satisfied to be heathen.”


And I was most deeply abashed by an American, Mrs. Fanny Williams, who excoriated the white Christians among us for leaving our fellow black Americans to their fate: “For the last twenty-five years we have gone to legislatures, to political parties, and even to churches, for some cure for prejudice, but help from these sources is merely palliative.” She acknowledged common cause with Mr. Kinza. “Religious promptings to deal rightly too often stop short of reaching the man or woman who happens to be black.”


[image: A gathering of people on a stage, in black and white. Most are dressed in traditional religious garb and represent a range of faiths and cultures. Several rows of audience members are visible, some looking back at the camera]“We observed that you were greatly interested in the parliament of religions... Could the audiences have seen the multitudes of spirits who listened, applauding or disapproving, they would have been astounded... If it be true that in a multitude of counsellors there is wisdom, at the parliament that somewhat rare jewel should have shone resplendent.”
    Page 167
After the ecstasy of that event, the mundane business of the Spiritualist conference—debates over the minutiae of our national charter, the election of positions in the organization down to vice-assistant-secretary—was a humble affair. I found I could not concentrate on all the motions and used the time to write notes to myself about what I had witnessed at the Exposition and the Parliament. Thankfully, the grinding gears of bureaucracy did not diminish my euphoria from the rest of the trip, and that joy followed me all the way home.


“You were right to bring me to Chicago, my love,” I told Adolphe when we had settled into our berth on the train. I felt as if the world was no longer distant from me, but had snapped back into place, full of possibility.


Adolphe put his hand on mine, as he had done almost exactly 20 years ago at our first seance together. “You have such a love of life, Zara, it’s been hard for me to watch you withdraw.” Here the old twinkle in his eye came back. “Will it be too much for you to experience one more change?”


Far from alarmed, my curiosity was excited, but he would not tell me until we had gotten back to St. Louis. He had arranged for a carriage to meet us at the station. Instead of taking us to the Washington Street hotel, we went for a much longer drive west into the fashionable Grand Prairie neighborhood, and alighted at a brand new building just past Vandeventer Place. It was a slim, elegant structure, three storeys, with a stepped red brick gable roof line and a graceful arched doorway. It housed just three apartments outfitted with the most modern amenities.


“Who lives here?” I asked, when the carriage stopped.


“We do,” he said, and kissed me.
[image: A row of townhouses with dramatic gabled roofs and brick frontages]
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St. Louis November 1898

Adolphe insisted that our larger home required a full-time housekeeper, so we took on a young Dutch woman named Alvina. It took some adjustment on my part, but as usual Adolphe charmed Vena into putting up with my eccentricities. We soon found an agreeable division of labor, and it was enlivening to have a young person in the house again.


After my term as president ended, I remained active with the Association. Our society hosted lecturers on all manner of science and medicine, and I found that the more I learned, the more I could absorb. I was finally getting the education I had long been denied. I used my influence in the group to gradually steer us away from paranormal topics in favor of more urgent earthly issues—women’s suffrage, schooling for our black neighbors (of which we had many living in our new neighborhood), and a growing support for Prohibition. The latter was not of much importance to me personally—my husband did not share his countrymen’s fondness for beer—but I supported any effort to free women from the tyranny of spouses who abused them.


My favorite subject was astronomy, and I often wrote letters of invitation to speakers on the subject who I thought might be willing to travel to St. Louis. I had secured a coup today, as my most desired lecturer had consented to visit us as part of a larger speaking tour. I arranged for Alberton and me to sit in the front row, where he might better hear the talk.


When my friend arrived I was awaiting him in the lobby. “I should warn you,” I said, “You have come during the pre-lecture ‘wing’ exercises.”


Inside, Adolphe stood at the podium translating aloud from a German physical culture manual. The usual seating was pushed back to make room for grown men and women, in their best Sunday attire, gamely pinwheeling their arms. Our group lacked the necessary sense of rhythm, and while we observed the spectacle, one man managed to accidentally punch another in the eye.


“Hmm,” was all Alberton had to say.


“The theory goes that the mind and body are deeply connected, so they say this will unlock hidden potential in one’s attunement to the spirit realm.” I paused. “It also aids with circulation.”


Adolphe decided enough damage had been done and the men proceeded to set up the seats for the lecture. I was too awestruck to do the introduction myself, so I had asked our current president, Reverend Thomas Grimshaw, to do so on my behalf. Rev. Grimshaw was young, clean-shaven, and had risen fast in our organization. We held very different views on Spiritualism itself—he exhibited all the enthusiasm of a recent convert to the cause—but did not oppose me in introducing more secular topics. I liked him very much.


“Thank you all for being with us today on this important anniversary,” he said. “And a special thank you to former president Mrs. Weiss for bringing this popular speaker to us today. I’m very pleased to introduce astronomer Percival Lowell, here to tell us about his latest discoveries about our neighbor, the planet Mars.”


Mr. Lowell ascended to the stage. He was renowned for his magnetic presence—something about his bearing captured the attention of the crowd so thoroughly that not another sound could be heard in the hall. He was in his late 40s and already quite bald atop his head, with a very prominent moustache which ended in finely-waxed points. He had deep-set and expressive eyes that lit up as he spoke, and his Boston Brahmin accent was prominent.


“The value of a lecture,” he began, “consists not so much in the body of learning it may impart, as in the inspiration it gives others, to pursue knowledge for themselves. I hope my words today will so guide you.” His gaze swept across the room and alighted, I felt, on me.


Mr. Lowell had brought on stage large placards with reproductions of his drawings of Mars. His renditions were painstakingly produced over months of observations through the telescope he had built in Arizona territory. With these images, he said, “We shall be gazing upon details of Martian geography never ’till now seen by man. We may thus make a far journey without leaving home, and from the depths of our arm-chairs travel in spirit to lands we have no hope of ever reaching in body.”


I had read of his discoveries of a network of canals, but to see them laid out in his own hand was quite extraordinary—radiating lines that converged at points, enmeshing the planet. In his drawings, the surface of Mars evoked a fragile glass globe that had been delicately fractured. He hypothesized that these lines represented irrigation channels designed to bring water from the icy poles to the arid interior, and that without the canals, the people of Mars would surely starve.

Sara—Through nearly all of the streets are canals spanned at intervals by handsome bridges, so ornamental, so apparently unsubstantial, that it seems surprising that they sustain the weight of the numerous vehicles and multitudes of people passing over them. The margins of the canals are lined with great palmlike trees, whose leaves are in incessant motion, and as the pretty, passenger laden and other boats glide along under their rustling branches they seem to be whispering to each other. And, dear me, see those lovely, lovely flowers, growing all along the margins of the Waterways, their rich, glossy green leaves and great snowy blooms trailing down the walls and onto the water, where they rest like enthroned Queens of the flower world. Yes, I perceive their aura, and how wonderful it is. Please take me nearer, so that I may see them more clearly.
Page 406



“The regularity of these canals is near proof that some intelligence has been at work. Quite possibly, such Martian folk are possessed of inventions of which we have not dreamed. For them, electrophones and kinetoscopes are things of a bygone past, preserved with veneration in museums as relics. Certainly what we see hints at the existence of beings who are in advance of, not behind us, in the journey of life.”


He was truly a captivating orator, though as his lecture progressed I started to feel the same queasy uncertainty I did during the many seances I had attended. He had much to say about the existence of life on the planet, but it seemed to be largely conjecture. I could accept his observations as fact, but beyond that, who could say what these lines represented?


“We must free our minds from the shackles that, of necessity, tether our bodies,” he concluded. “We should recognize the possibility of other intelligent beings to the same degree that we accept the certainty of ourselves.” The response from our audience was naturally very enthusiastic; Spiritualists are already quite certain they are not alone. My natural shyness and mild disappointment meant I did not approach Mr. Lowell after his lecture.


“What did you think?” Alberton asked me.


“I felt his extrapolations ran somewhat ahead of his observations. Perhaps these canals were built by an intelligence, but an ancient one long extinct. Or perhaps the accepted laws of geology on Earth do not apply on other planets, and these were natural features after all.” I hestitated, not trusting my own unlettered judgment. “My imagination is fired up, though I’m not sure how much I have learned about Mars.”


When a townhouse on our block went up for let, I invited you and Ada to stay near us for an extended visit. I was especially delighted to spend time with you again, Claire, as you were now a bright young woman of twenty, ready to explore the world.


Ada re-entered St. Louis society like a whirlwind. Her high status in New York and Chicago automatically ranked her among the upper echelons of our more provincial city. I rarely accompanied her to the grander parties, but Adolphe often did—neither of them would pass up an opportunity to dress to the nines.


On the night of the Veiled Prophets ball, I went to your apartment to help Ada prepare. You and I selected for her an elegant white satin gown, with an embroidered black velvet panel and vest, and a set of diamond earrings and necklace that Chauncey had bought for their anniversary. It was not an outfit I would wear myself—I avoid mourning colors, and I prefer colorful gems over diamonds—but my daughter looked splendidly regal.


Adolphe took almost as long for his own toilet as Ada did, and by the time he came round to escort her, it was already quite late. You and I took the opportunity to stay up into the wee hours gossiping like schoolchildren. You told me how you struck up a friendship with Mrs. Boogher’s niece Martha, and had been very pleased to be invited to one of her aunt’s famous receptions.


“But when I arrived,” you said, “Martha and I were assigned to dispense the punch and fruit ices!”


“Oh no!” I replied. I was thinking about how at your age I was already a mother several times over, and how glad I was that you’d avoided my fate.


“We had to know who to serve in what order based on their standing, but I hardly knew who anyone was! Then there was the matter of all this sticky, melting fruit ice and my dress—I wore the white organdie and silk, Mama would have been furious if I’d stained it. And the whole time I was trying not to drop any of Mrs. Boogher’s crystal. I’ve never been so nervous in all my life! All your greenbrier and rose drapings looked marvelous though—Mrs. Boogher received so many compliments.”


“I wish I could have been there to see it!”


“Why, you certainly could have, Mama says you used to take her to parties all the time. Why don’t you ever go to these big galas with Mama and Grandpa Weiss?”


“I tire more easily than I used to,” I admitted. “Besides, I much prefer our talks.”


“That awful Miss Ruth Meeks was there too, and told all the other girls I was a ‘miracle baby.’ Most of them had no idea what she was talking about, until Mrs. Campbell overheard and chastised her very badly, saying you were a powerful Medium who should not be disrespected. Of course that made the girls all the more curious, though some of them said all Mediums were frauds and that made me very cross.”


What did you think of my reaction to that? I’m sure my expression must have been strange.


You continued, “I told them that many people heard about your dream before I was born, and that even a doctor agreed that you had been guided in a very mysterious way, and anyway it didn’t matter who or what was responsible because I’m quite glad to be alive, and if I weren’t, I dare say they’d have to fetch their own fruit ices!”


I laughed, but did not say anything in my own defense.


You looked at me thoughtfully. “I don’t think you’ve ever told me the story yourself—I’ve only heard it from Mama, and only when Father isn’t around because he says he is tired of hearing about it.”


“Maybe some other time,” I said, perhaps too brusquely. “It’s getting late, and I am tired.”


I’m sorry I disappointed you then, and I hope by revealing the truth here, you can forgive me.








Interlude Three



St. Louis June 1901

Imagine my surprise when I came home from shopping to find three men awaiting me in our sitting room—my husband, a photographer, and a young string bean of a man furiously writing on a pad. “My love,” Adolphe said, springing up. “Mrs. Boogher has arranged for an article about your journeys to Mars to appear in the Post-Dispatch.”


“Oh dear,” I said, stalling for time to think. “The spirits instructed me to publish only when the mission is complete.”


The skinny young man, evidently a reporter, pointed his pen at me and asked, “This is Mr. Lester who told you this? The Frog who’s a ghost?”


“De L’Ester,” I corrected automatically.


“So where are the drawings, then?” the photographer said.


“They want to illustrate the article with your flower sketches, the ones created by the spirit guides,” Adolphe explained.


“In my study,” I replied.


The photographer began opening curtains to let in more light. “All right, we’ll wait here.”


I knew that if I ordered the men out of my house, Adolphe would back me without question, but I saw how his eyes glowed with husbandly pride. He thought everyone should share in the glad tidings I brought from the Spirit Realm.


I obliged with six drawings and suffered a lengthy interview. It was the least I could do for him, and I deserved a little punishment for such a big lie.

[image: St. Louis Post-Dispatch headline: St. Louis Woman Draws Under Spirit Influence]
PICTURES in colors of the flowers of Mars—made by a woman who cannot draw—and written stories of the Martian people, are the remarkable product of spiritualism in the St. Louis home of Mr. and Mrs. Adolphe M. Weiss, 4326 Cook Avenue.


Both Mr. and Mrs. Weiss are spiritualists. But it is Mrs. Weiss who has written the stories and drawn the pictures. They are cultured people in the afternoon of life. They live in comfort. They believe Mrs. Weiss has been made a medium through whom persons who have passed to the spirit world wish to communicate with people of our earth. They know who these people are. They know who is the artist. They know everything except this: why was Mrs. Weiss, neither author nor artist, made the medium of this elaborate intelligence—an illustrated work on the flora of Mars?


It is not their expression to say of Mr. and Mrs. Weiss that they believe the wife has been spiritually controlled for this work. In their own words: they know it. They ask no one to believe. Here are the pictures and the stories. They are not offered as proof of anything. Mr. and Mrs. Weiss simply offer them as information for those who believe.


Mrs. Weiss is a handsome lady of something upward of 50 years. She is not a clairvoyant in the popular understanding of the term. She is not one of these people to whom one may run to catch a glimpse of the future. She is what many other good housewives of St. Louis are: a spiritualist in the privacy of her own home. She has exceptional intellectuality.


This is the story of her experience as she related it to the Sunday Post-Dispatch, telling it as delightfully and giving as little provocation to doubt as though she were telling of a journey of yesterday to places whither any who will may go and see for themselves.


[image: A black and white drawing of a flowering shrub, which animates into view as if being drawn]
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St. Louis April 1899

It was rare for Adolphe to speak at one of our meetings, but he said he wanted to address the group with something on his mind. Our schedule was packed all year with Millennial fervor, and there was much speculation about the role of Spiritualism in this coming age. Adolphe didn’t share the topic of his talk with me, which was unusual.


That Sunday night at Howard’s Hall, he asked the assemblage, “Many of you tonight share my foreboding about what the new century will bring us. In my lifetime, I have seen war, disease, unrest, and the exploitation of the poor and vulnerable. What shall we do if our trials grow? If, in the new century, the lone dim light that sustains us should fade, what then? If we cannot find our way out of the dark forest of ignorance, whose hand will reach out to guide us?


“For decades we were told that the priesthood had these answers. Certainly, to be religious is a natural impulse, and many Christian values are to be commended. But the Spiritualists in this room know that priests are not the guides we are longing for. It is instead the continuity of existence—in life and through death— that will sustain us. We are all basking in the unseen grace of our forebears and loved ones. As Spiritualists, we seek to illuminate this grace, so that we can follow them into the Light, and not wander into the darkness of superstition—”


“Stop that, sir! I am a good Catholic, and I won’t permit it!” The voice came from a woman seated towards the back. Adolphe squinted and peered into the audience, and those of us seated in front turned to see who had caused the disturbance. Two of her companions were attempting to pull her back into her seat, but she shrugged them off. She raised her fist towards Adolphe: “I won’t allow you to proceed!”


Adolphe hesitated, looked down at his notes, and then continued to speak: “—our duty is to those multitudes who are held in the bonds of ecclesiastical legends and dogmas which obscure these truths.” This utterance induced the woman to further object and push her way into the aisle.


Adolphe waved Rev. Grimshaw to the podium. The reverend is a fiery orator, and he began to address the woman directly while Adolphe made his way towards her with grim determination. “Madame,” Rev. Grimshaw said, “Spiritualism is a doctrine of doing good and acting honestly toward one another. We profess not forms and ceremonies, nor long prayers and longer faces, but kindness, justice, and good works. Surely your priests could not object to our goals, even if you object to our beliefs?”


“Sinner! You should be ashamed!” the woman retorted. Someone had raised the lights and Adolphe attempted to guide her towards the door. She responded by kicking him in the shins.


“Madame, I really must ask you to leave before the police are called.”


“I defy you to stop me!” the woman cried.


Adolphe finally tossed his hands in the air and swore in German. “Then we are at an impasse!” he said, and stalked back up to the aisle to sit beside me.


“At least you tried,” I said, adjusting his cravat for him.


Someone must have sent for the police anyway, because two very large men in uniform arrived. “You can’t arrest me!” she insisted, but the larger of the two disagreed. She resisted by going completely limp, arms and legs akimbo on the ground, like a dog who does not want to return home after its walk. The second officer picked her up by her feet and they carried her out to the pavement and stood over her until she agreed to put up no further resistance and go quietly to the station.


Naturally, we abandoned all attempts to resume the meeting, and at home over some warm milk and nutmeg, Adolphe and I considered what had happened—resistance to Spiritualism was not uncommon, but it rarely took such a dramatic form.


“I’m sorry this ruined your grand oration,” I said.


He shrugged in his usual carefree way. “At least this night will not soon be forgotten.”


“What would you have said if you had been able to continue your lecture?”


He did not answer me for a time, only gazing at the glowing coals in the hearth. When Vena peeked in to say goodnight, he neglected his usual wish for a good night’s rest. We kept whisky in the house for guests and I thought this might be a conversation needing stronger stuff, so I topped up our nightcaps and waited for him to collect his thoughts.


“I’m having my doubts about our faith,” he said finally.


This shocked me, as we had witnessed so many of the same “proofs” over the years. No matter how shabby the manifestations seemed to me, he had never wavered in his beliefs. “What has happened to shake your certainty?”


“I have been brooding over all the calamities that befall us as a people—the wars, the famines, the fear of the other. If our loving dead watch over us, where are they in these times of great need? Why are they only satisfied to visit us in our comfortable parlors, and amuse us with strumming guitars and wobbling tables?”


I smiled. “Similar questions are asked of the gods in every faith, I think.”


He put his drink down and turned to face me. “I have cared so much about proof, but what good is proof if the outcome does not matter? Humanity suffers all the same whether the spirits are among us or in heaven or have gone into the void. I’m afraid that if our suffering escalates, and neither Spiritualism nor religion can bring comfort, I won’t know where to turn.”


“Adolphe, I have never seen you so beset—your optimism has always been the bedrock which sustains our marriage.”


He saw the alarm in my countenance and shook his head, taking my hands. “I do not wish to upset you, my love. I was hoping the fellowship of the Association would restore my good cheer once I confessed my misgivings.”


“Rev. Grimshaw would no doubt have turned the full force of his rhetoric on you instead of that poor woman,” I laughed.


“Yes, and it ought to be one like him, and not my wife, who sets me right. I value your sensible nature, even when you downplay your own experiences. I do not expect you to shepherd me back into the Spiritualist fold.” He brushed some stray hairs out of my face. “But I need you in my life for everything else.”


I worried when he said that. My remaining siblings had died in the last year; I was the last of us left. Adolphe was only 55, but I was already much older, and increasingly unwell.
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St. Louis May 1899

The first signs that something was wrong with me had emerged that Christmas. Because I tend to eschew meat—a habit forged in a childhood where meat was rarely on our table—I assumed my sudden bout of indigestion was the result of holiday overindulgence.


However, the dyspepsia persisted; not at every meal, and not always so severe, but there were days when I could keep no food down save tea and toast. I hid the degree of my discomfort from Adolphe, but he was an observant husband and I knew he worried.


Eventually I decided I could not wish the problem away and sought a physician on another side of town, one who did not know us. I did not want to cause alarm, so on the day of my appointment I closed my bedroom door, as if napping, and left via the back stairs.


At the doctor’s office, the physician half-listened to my complaints and then felt around my abdomen. He said he detected a mass of some kind, and warned that I should be prepared for my condition to worsen. “There is not much I can prescribe. Gastritis such as this, in a woman your age, often progresses to cancer,” he said. The word rang in my head like a bell, and I struggled to hear what followed.


“Surgeons cannot safely remove such a mass from the stomach,” he said. “If it becomes malignant, there is no cure.”


When I only stared at him, still in shock, he chided me: “You should have come here with your husband.” I left, fearful, with some prescriptions for tonics which did nothing. I was infuriated by the doctor’s way of speaking to me, as if I of all people did not comprehend death.


Too shaken to negotiate the long streetcar route home, I began to walk. It was a warm spring day, teasing of summer to come. I traveled north, through Tower Grove Park, which had been a clearing of bare dirt when I arrived in St. Louis and was now a sculptured woodland. My head was down; I saw few of its mulberries and graceful stone spires. Through the north gate I passed into Shaw’s Garden, where Adolphe and I had begun our lives together, and still I walked as if in a dark tunnel, oblivious to the nodding buds of daffodils which made a carpet of green and gold and white.


At last I heard the sound of organ music, and found myself in front of a cathedral whose doors were thrown open. I drifted in, following others attracted to the call. “Today is the Flower Sermon,” a clergyman whispered to us as we entered. The nave and sanctuary and pulpit were all bedecked with garlands of roses and carnations, and their scent was so overpowering they were surely picked that morning. Around me were adults and children in church finery, more than the pews could hold, so we newcomers had no recourse but to stand.


The service had already begun. I do not know what denomination the preacher represented, for he barely spoke of God at all.


“There is a progression of order and symmetry in the natural world,” he said. “From the time when all the universe was mist and vapor, to the present day of matter and solidity, we have reached for ever greater harmony.”


The nave was packed full now, every face turned up towards the preacher, but I raised my eyes further, looking into the vault of the ceiling and the intricate geometric pattern of its ribs, hewed out of limestone. The panels between were painted in deep celestial blue and adorned with gold leaf stars like Oina̤, the lamps of the gods which illuminate the face of a young farm girl gazing up into the night.


“Every flower is the universe in miniature, bending towards the sun, growing in radial symmetry. But only in the bloom’s decay and death are seeds formed, so that fresh blossoms may flourish in its stead. This is the lesson flowers teach us: they offer up their fairest hues and richest scents to minister to us while they flourish, and end their service with a sacrifice.”


I thought: I do not have to leave my husband alone. I can promise that I will walk beside him through oifen tsû—endless time—and conjure for him a vision of infinite worlds in harmony. I will write of intelligences who watch over us always, from the light of the skies and not the darkness of the seance. I can add one more white lie to my tally, and if there is a judgment from heaven after all, I may be forgiven, for I will do this out of love.


“We of the latter centuries live too fast. We spend too little time among the blue hills and beside the singing streams; they have a magic in them to heal our hearts. Is there any one of us who has been to the wild places and does not hear sometimes, from the hot and roaring streets, the whisper of nature inviting them to come to Her, to cleanse their heart with beauty, and rest?”


I gently threaded my way out through the crowd. Few people had visited the arboretum on this beautiful day. I followed the sinuous paths to the floretum and its Moorish tower, and walked further to the lagoons, and knelt beside a small stream, and when no one was looking save a family of ducks, I scooped up a flower that bobbed in their wake.


When I arrived home, I tiptoed up the back stairs. Adolphe and Vena were downstairs in the parlor. I crept into my room and changed into a comfortable tea gown, and mussed my hair a bit, as if I had only just awoken. Then I sat and sketched the white water-lily that I had taken from the garden—the flower my mother and I had once dreaded.


I drew a dense-petalled inflorescence, brilliant white with a yellow hearth-glow at its center, and thin tendril stems with heart-shaped leaves like welcoming lily pads. Underneath I wrote: The Rodel is the holiest of flowers. Each day it opens its golden heart to the sun, and sleeps peacefully at night. It is a symbol of rebirth and renewal. Then I descended, and told my husband, “I have been to Mars.”

Dear me, what a wonderfully strange scene. Those Air Transports hover over the lake like great birds, and the rising and falling tones of their whirring climbers are really musical. I wish I were clever enough to understand how they are constructed and controlled in their movements, and how—oh, De L'Ester, George, Bernard, see, see, yonder in the west is a fleet of large vessels and numerous smaller ones coming toward Etzoina̤. How swiftly the great vessels are advancing, leaving in their wake tumultuous billows of snowy foam. The foremost vessel is quite covered with rodels, and there are ropes of rodels, wreaths of rodels, banners of rodels, and around the entire deck is a fringe of rodels trailing their creamy beauty quite to the surface of the foaming water. Surely it has taken all the rodels on the planet to so bedeck the great vessel.
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The day I completed the book was a long one. I told Adolphe and Vena that I expected a grueling psychic journey, and to not wait up for me. I no longer needed to lock the door; by now they knew to leave me to myself. I wrote for hours, uninterrupted without pauses, as if I were performing automatic writing in truth.


I settled my stub of a pencil on the desk and stood up. It was well past dark. I opened the door to my study and the hallway was empty, and all the doors to the bedrooms were closed. Evidently, my household had retired while I wrote.


I was ravenously hungry. I picked my way downstairs to the kitchen, retrieved some bread and cheese from the larder, and ate standing up in my stocking feet while listening to the sounds of the city. I heard streetcar bells recede into the distance. The young couple in the adjacent apartment engaged in a minor disagreement over a menu. A deliveryman’s horse whinnied streetside, impatient to move on into the night.


These days I try to eat in small portions, to spare myself discomfort, so after only a few bites I put my cold supper away. Despite sitting for hours, I felt remarkably lithe and even a little breathless, like I did as a girl when I’d just come back after a ramble across the countryside.


I crept back upstairs and into our bedroom. My husband likes fresh air and keeps the window open year-round. Adolphe was abed but awake, the duvet pulled up past his neck and his moustache just peeking over the top. Even in the cool gloom I could see how his hair was becoming flecked with grey. He said nothing, only watched me, his eyes soft and kind. He did not demand that I come to bed, nor had he forgotten me and taken his own rest. He is always waiting for me to return to him.


“My mission is finished,” I said, and joined the warmth of his body.







Interlude Four



        Dear friend, you are quiet.
            Nay, you need not tell me why. I read
            your
            thoughts, as you might read an open book. True, the change called
            death
            must come to you, as it must come to all mortals, yet dread it not,
            for so frail is the tie between your
            real self and your physical body that almost ere your physical eyes
            shall be closed as in sleep, your spirit eyes will open to undreamed of
            glories.
        

        
            Now make your adieux, for we must not hold you with us longer.
        

        Page 72
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Fonmûen



New York August 1901

I am on a train to see you and your parents in New York. One afternoon, when your mother is not home and if I do not lose courage, I will entrust these pages to you. Little Claire, I hope you can forgive me for laying the burden of my confession on you. I am selfish, and need one person to know the whole of my beliefs. I want you to know that we women have imagination enough to invent the history of a world.


There is a publisher in Manhattan who will receive my manuscript. Alberton arranged it all, and provided me with plates he made of my flower sketches. I almost left them behind—I’m still ashamed of how poorly they reproduce the visions in my mind—but I did not want his fine engravings to go to waste. He has been a good friend.


I am nervous about many reasonable things—this long journey, my failing health, my husband’s growing awareness that I will leave him soon. I’m dreading the moment the manuscript leaves my hands. Once the book is published, I cannot take these wild claims back; I will be the old woman from St. Louis who insists she flew to Mars. I must remind myself that I seek to spare the ones I love from the fog of grief that consumed my mother, and almost consumed me.


I hope that I got it all wrong, though. I hope that when you too have passed into the Silence, I will be on the other side to welcome you.


I dreamed you into this world, Gentolēna̤. At the moment of your creation, I held the entirety of you in my hands. What a miracle we all are.

Sara Weiss

August 14, 1901



You are not resting easily. Ah, that is better. Now you are tranquil, and now—you are free, and we are off for Ento.
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About This Edition

This EPUB is the static reading edition of Before We Say Ayon Mûya̤, an
interactive novel published on the web at
ayonmuya.org. The web edition reveals parts of
the story through interaction—sealed letters to break open, photographs with
stereoscopic depth, texts that rewrite themselves. In this edition those moments
have been adapted to static equivalents, and the interactive puzzle that precedes
the final chapter has been replaced by the passage its solution reveals.

Stereograph photographs of Shaw's Garden are reproduced from the Missouri
Botanical Garden Archives, Glass Plate Negative Collection. Photographs of the
1893 World's Columbian Exposition are from contemporary souvenir albums. The
botanical drawings are reproductions of Sara Weiss's own illustrations of
Martian plant life from Journeys to the Planet Mars (1903).

Text and original artwork © Liza Daly.
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