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Stranger! if you, passing, meet me, and desire to speak to me, why should you not speak to me? And why should I not speak to you?

—WALT WHITMAN, Leaves of Grass

You gulp the thin air of this planet as if it were the only one you knew.

—BRONWEN WALLACE, “Common Magic”
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Not so many years ago, though before the Grand Trunk Railway, my mother, a gifted harpist, acclaimed far and wide along Lake Ontario’s shores, gave outdoor concerts in the large garden behind our house on Pinnacle Street. So sweetly she played, the instrument’s strings rippling like wind chimes, that villagers out for a stroll often found themselves drawn by harp song on a summer night, and took the cobbled path to our garden, where lanterns necklaced through the trees. There they listened, charmed by the impromptu recital amid the lush flower beds and pungent, spiced scents wafting forth from the bountiful patches of herbs and curative plants so useful in my father’s apothecary work. Our garden, those nights, was a soothing balm. Father, too, enjoyed these concerts, ensconced on the bench near the large, mossy rock. I nestled beside him, both of us brimming with pride.

My parents were prominent Belleville citizens, not quite parallel with the Corbys, Sweets, Moodies, Noseworthys, or Flints, but personages of note in their own right, Mother with her harp, and Father as a respected apothecary. Sometimes their identities blurred, in that Mother’s extensive knowledge of medicinal plants was an invaluable asset to our family’s pharmaceutical business. Father was proud of her in this respect too, and never hesitated to give her credit. Indeed, people at times regarded my parents interchangeably, as “the apothecary.” Mother kept copious notebooks on therapeutic flora, plant remedies, as well as wild nature’s many barks, berries, fungi, seeds, rushes and creeping vines, and instructions for compounding them. She also recorded some traditional cures relayed to her by a generous local lady with whom she was acquainted.

Thankfully, my mother wrote all this down; otherwise, her expertise in nature’s cures, especially recipes to prepare them for dispensing, would have been lost when she was snatched from us, by pneumonia, not cholera, in 1842.

To this day, my mother’s garden, now mine, is known for its superlative flowers and botanical medicines. Over time, talk of “the consoling oasis on Pinnacle Street” germinated, like seed pods, into broader fancies; people claim music can still be heard, some nights, issuing from the green bower behind our house. There is an otherworldly aspect to my garden, which is now also my main source of income. Stopping by my cart of floral wares at the train station, people regale me with their memories of my mother’s musical prowess amid the blooming plants.

My father rarely entered the garden after Mother died, so it was left in my care and became my joy and sustenance. I posted a sign on the gate: Private Garden—Do Not Enter. Losing my mother when I was so young, then later, after my heartbreak in Cobourg, I drew the garden’s verdant sanctuary around myself like a shawl woven from blossoms and lemon balm. And after Father’s sudden death just last year, and the brink of financial ruin on which it stranded me, I needed that floral refuge once more. Now my circumstances force me to cut the garden down, stem by stem, turning my refuge into coins for food on the table, and other necessities.

Around here, people like to say I can grow anything. “Oh, that flower girl and her green fingers.” I wish they’d leave off with “girl”; they’ve frozen me in time. I’m twenty-eight now and, yes, skilled in garden craft. But if only I knew how to grow a life.

I am broke, and alone—except for the lame orphan boy who lives under my roof. A leaking roof, I might add.

I’m so light, I drift like dandelion down. A condition caused by famishment. When I regard myself from the outside, as through a stereoscope, what do I see?

A woman, her mourning skirt tarped loosely over her bones, pushing a cart along a road.





Part I

Yarrow

Good-morrow, good-morrow, fair yarrow

And thrice good-morrow to thee;

Come, tell me before to-morrow,

Who my true love will be.

—HERBAL CHARM





One

Along the Shores of Quinte Bay, 1860

As Lavender Fitch wheeled her floral-laden cart towards the railway station, the air held a redolence she’d not noted since the circus stopped in their village. Smells of late summer: straw, dried clover, hummingbird regret, expended grist, whiskey-waft from the distillery. Mingled with this, tobacco, pomade, cologne, lye soap, mothballs, malodour of ripened bodies too long away from the wash basin. A variant olfactory trail left by the motley souls surging past her on the road, bound, like her, to meet the train.

More people than usual traversed the road; everyone was in such a hurry—all flurry and bustle and haste. Someone very special must be arriving on the train, Lavender thought, a high dignitary or famous songstress, or star of staged melodrama, or romance. Royalty? The Prince of Wales wouldn’t reach their shores for another week. A moving knot of ladies near Lavender gabbled animatedly but paraded past so swiftly she couldn’t—her breath coming in audible puffs of exertion as she manoeuvred her heavy cart—stitch together a meaning. But she didn’t miss their fine bonnets, pretty frocks. A stark contrast to her own dreary mourning outfit, a darkly matching skirt and blouse, coal-tar bonnet. Those gabbling ladies left Lavender in the dust, and puzzled about why she hadn’t heard of this illustrious personage due to arrive on the train. But then this wasn’t so surprising, given that she hadn’t left her garden and house on Pinnacle Street for nearly a week. She’d been busy harvesting herbs, then cutting a sizable area of her flower beds for that day’s train station market. And she’d avoided the shops with their temptations; her dwindling funds went to soup bones for suppers, ribbon for her floristry. She owed money at Holton’s Dry Goods and Groceries; she’d steer clear of it until she could settle her account. And the undertaker still awaited an outstanding sum for her father’s interment, now over a year ago.

The whole world overtook Lavender on the road, it seemed. Unlike her, the teeming human flock bore no bouquets, nosegays, et cetera, so even the old villagers who hobbled, bent like pines pummelled by tempests churned in from Lake Ontario, even the hop-alongs, veered around her cart, a kind of overgrown wheelbarrow.

Also unlike Lavender, they didn’t wear vulcanized wellington boots three sizes too large for their feet. At least, it wouldn’t appear so, given how nimbly most strode past her, and not a word of greeting. Other days, gentlemen doffed their hats: “Fine morning for posy sales, Miss.” Or ladies hailed her from open buggies: “Save your best tussie-mussie for me! Happy messages, please.” Lavender knew they meant hand-held nosegays, bright little floral clusters, laced with herbs, ribbon-tied. The heart’s coded idioms. Flowers spoke volumes. Herbs charmed, harbingered, healed.

“No rue for you, pretty lady!” she’d sally back. “Sweet news only!”

That day, no doffed hats, no tussie-mussie calls.

Horse-drawn buggies and wagons bucked along resolute, station-bound. A copious rain had drubbed down the previous night; robust breezes in its wake had blown Lavender’s garden dry in no time, followed by intense heat. The road, however, remained mud-slicked, plashet-pocked in many spots. Then again, muddiness was its habitual state.

Dogs loped along. One mongrel must just have rolled about in a puddle, for it joggled its fur vigorously, spraying mud over Lavender as it flashed by. She doubted even her cart’s fragrances could mask the animal’s miry, boggy odour that now bespattered her skirt, the sludge marks even more pronounced against the garment’s sombre shade.

People always met the train. Its arrival never failed to stir excitement, creating a bit of carnival spirit. Market stalls near the tracks, Lavender’s cart among them, added a pleasant diversion savoured all the more by virtue of their fleeting, improvised nature, as transitory as a rainbow. The train brought a whiff of the outside world. With their enduring mania for the locomotive, the locals had even named it: Sampson. As for the station, that striking building had already stood two years, but its magic endured, fresh as if some genie’s lamp had been burnished and buffed anew that very morning, and those limestone walls materialized, conjured from a puff of vapour.

There it loomed in the distance, lit blue by late summer’s light, like an edifice from some Italianate dream. Indeed, artists often sketched the station’s fine design, a symmetry very pleasing to the eyes. It was a prime site for amorous pursuits and marriage proposals, village gossip vined; with its romantic architecture, one could play at being in Italy. But Lavender couldn’t afford to indulge in these fancies; doing so didn’t feed herself and the orphan boy, Arlo Snook.

This was summer’s last huzzah, the height of floral commerce. Two main chances for profit remained, that day’s station market and the Prince of Wales’s visit to Belleville. After that, Lavender must scrape by until she could sell evergreen yuletide wreaths. Following that, a gardener’s most melancholic season, winter. Lean, colourless months. She dared not think on it.

Instead, she fixed her gaze on the train station ahead.

The floral cart pulled heavily on her bones as she steered along the rutted road. Such hunger; her maw yowled for food; a lone boiled egg she’d gobbled at dawn was all that rolled around within. The hen had gifted two. Lavender left the second egg for Arlo, who needed nutriments for his tramp through the streets in search of employment: posting sales bills, typesetter’s aid, that sort of light work. He couldn’t manage anything strenuous due to a hunting accident that rendered him lame and less robust than most lads of fifteen years. His infirmity hadn’t hampered his growth, though; he’d recently soared in height and would soon exceed the garden’s flowers of sun. Lavender missed him that day. Normally he’d rise, like her, a little after dawn to help harvest flowers, arrange them into nosegays and bouquets bound with ribbon, then stack the cart so as to avoid crushing the blooms, as she’d taught him. He’d been soldiering through their days uncomplainingly, foraging kindling and firewood in the wilds and assisting with floricultural tasks. But lately his youthful gaze beheld Lavender’s emaciated state, and he himself was a beanstalk; his gentian eyes saw more was needed.

To steady her breath, she lowered the cart for a moment. A respite from plodding in those boots—their excessive size brought the hazard of tumbling over one’s own clods. The boots had been her father’s; his vanity always demanded the latest fashion vogue, and though their manly appearance was far from flattering, they suited outdoor work. The three pairs of thick woollen socks Lavender wore to wad out the toe spaces helped, but it was like stuffing half a sheep into each boot. To be fair, her father, the apothecary, had needed to appear professional, dapper; it wouldn’t do to dispense cures looking shabby.

She resumed her trudge, neared the station. The antic image of sheep in her feet cheered her. And the thought of her garden—ballast and bread, those blooms and vines and spinney sprigs. Herbs that comforted, cured. Growing conditions had been ideal that summer. Resplendent. Delphinium spires soared their prettiest periwinkle blue; roses clambered over the arbour, luxuriant ivy slumped languidly like legions of lounging ladies. Myrtle gleamed so waxen Lavender almost saw a miniature of her face reflected back in its leaves. Ferns forested. Hollyhocks hollered their joy. Aromatic too, pears from her mother’s tree. Even the moss spread ardent, brashly ambitious. The borage grew boisterous. And yarrow, always yarrow. And purple lavender, her namesake. Though some flower dictionaries ascribed a wary, ambiguous meaning to lavender, her mother long ago had asserted the contrary, that lavender equated with calmness, serenity.

There on the road, Lavender felt neither calm nor serene. The truth was, cutting her flowers saddened her deeply. The instant her secateurs sliced those green stems, their death began. And she was the executioner. Their screams reached her as she severed them from their earthen home. Murder. Abduction. She’d never wanted to be an executioner, only an apostle of beauty. But she had to eat. She had to live. She needed to sell her beloved blooms.

She neared the station. Time to don a merry mask. No one wanted to purchase posies from a portrait of woe. People liked “the village flower girl” sunny. Such a misnomer. For one thing, Belleville had surpassed the epithet of village—though the Village Crier retained that name, and most people still called it village rather than town. And for another, Lavender had evolved beyond girlhood. Outside her floral commerce she was known as “a spinster of twenty-eight,” “the famed harpist’s girl.” Or “the apothecary’s daughter,” to those who had known her father; his shop had been frequented from far and wide.

Lavender’s cart swerved into a pothole. Strawflowers, mint, bladder cherry and late roses nearly dove into the dirt. A yarrow-filled sachet tumbled from the cart onto the road. Lavender cursed under her breath: “Ah, devil’s nettle!” She should have placed the herbal charm in the cart’s bottom. She brushed off the small linen square. A little dried mud clung there. Hopefully, a potential buyer wouldn’t detect the soil mark.

Righting the cart’s wheels, Lavender pondered again who the Grand Trunk might deliver that day. The throngs, washed and unwashed, overtook her. A man in a shovel hat shimmied past. Clergy, perhaps? If so, he might have extended the day’s blessings, mightn’t he?

Lavender stopped a lady jaunting by long enough to inquire, why was everyone in a race to reach the station? The train wasn’t yet due. Not slowing her steps, the bonneted woman turned and gaped as if Lavender was more halfwit than floral vendor. “Why, to find a place with a clear line of vision, to stand, so I can see the famed Spirit Medium disembark from the train—she’s a mystic of many stripes. One of those who talks to the dead. She’s also known for her tasseography—reputed to read tea leaves with uncanny skill. And tarot. There’s not much she can’t do, everyone says. Quite the celestial jack of all trades. You dwell beneath a rock, Miss, if you haven’t heard of the one they call the Oracle.” The woman scurried ahead then, as if to recover time lost dispensing these words.

The Village Crier had surely been barking news of this celebrated mystic of many stripes. The station’s entrance was congested—carriage horses held up with their owners, ready to convey travellers to the Empire Hotel, Farmer’s Hotel, Mansion House or some other inn. With awkward cart manoeuvres and a near encounter with a copious mound of a horse’s oaten breakfast, Lavender steered her way through the throng.

Settling at her habitual sales spot, she unfurled her banner, stringing it along the cart’s side: Beauteous Botanics, L. Fitch. Other vendors swished waves of camaraderie her way, a lukewarm fellowship, as they vied for the pocketbook contents of train greeters and travellers soon to arrive. Wafting towards Lavender, the scent of sweet pippin apples, candied. How badly she longed to devour one, but what did she have to barter? The apple hawker, a wizened fellow in a vest patched over many times, didn’t strike her as someone fond of flowers. A weaver flourished her fine handmade wraps nearby. Lavender would have loved to buy the most vibrant one; what a boon to swaddle herself in its vivid tones after mourning’s dreary hues.

The thickening hordes mingled, soaking in the season’s waning warmth, turning themselves into human almanacs, an aural blur to Lavender’s ears except for Oracle this and touring mystic that, and intermittent words, one of which, like an errant kernel of rogue corn escaped from the stovetop pot, resounded as (she thought) trout.

Did fish, too, possess divination powers?

More talk reached Lavender. The Spirit Medium’s name was Allegra Trout. Which explained the fish.

Through the swarm, Lavender glimpsed the eccentric artist Mistress Dot Tickell, stabbing paint at her canvas on its easel. Rendering yet more gloom, no doubt. She wore, as usual, a man’s hat reminiscent of a train conductor’s, her grey hair crimped out under it. Dot and her morose scenes of life on their streets, grotesque distortions, the stuff of nightmares. Too immersed in her art to banter, as was her habit, about how Lavender, selling flowers, trafficked in “the ephemeral” while she, on the other hand, committing paint to canvas, made things that endured. On this point, Lavender never agitated Mistress Tickell, for it couldn’t really be contested. Painted images outlasted fresh flowers. And the artist had been her mother’s friend, and still visited the house on Pinnacle Street from time to time, so Lavender took the painter’s idiosyncrasies in stride, honouring the maternal connection and the kinship of those who crafted things with their hands, whether tussie-mussies or pictures.

Moving among the crowd was an organ grinder with a monkey perched on his shoulder. Perspiration pearled the grinder’s forehead, lending his song a soggy air. Lavender had been at the station many times, with her cart, selling flowers, and had seen neither grinders nor monkeys prior to today. But it shouldn’t surprise her; a motley range of souls had appeared on Quinte’s shores since the Grand Trunk Railway.

A nearby juggler leered. Two giggling girls bustled over to Lavender’s cart; each purchased a coral rose to pin in her hair (the cart held some single stems for this purpose). The girls, comely and plump, formed a striking contrast to gaunt Lavender in her ungainly boots and mud-streaked, funereal skirt.

To offset her dull apparel and enliven her look, Lavender reached into her cart. In addition to the rose stems, she’d stashed some stalks of yarrow—Fitch’s yarrow, harp-song yarrow, as local people called it. They bought it for protection, healing or, often, a love charm. Lavender knew yarrow’s other, more shadowy names: werewolf’s tail, witch’s weed, bad man’s plaything. These epithets hardly promoted sales, so she didn’t volunteer the information. Besides, the sky was too blue to worry about that. She took a stem of yarrow and tucked it under the black ribbon that brimmed her bonnet. Despite Lavender’s sombre attire, her flowers were a celebration of summer. And now they were cut, there was no turning back. They had to be sold.

The bulk of floral sales transpired in a crush of about ten minutes before the train stopped. Then another brief bout after its arriving passengers trundled onto the platform. For several years Lavender had been able to detect, from miles away, the train’s steamy muscle and pulsing flanges on its twin spoors. She sensed it now, the world’s whiff vibrating through her boots. Sampson’s singular pulse throbbed through her soles; any instant they’d all witness the stoked engine hurtle closer. Someone never failed to bellow, Here it comes!

“Here it comes!”

Sampson sped towards them, as from a storybook, its locomotive’s fiery boom potent, its steam-fed heartbeat palpable—keep your hats on, keep your hats on, hats on, hats on. Then the lurch of brakes, treble shrieks as it billowed, slowed and came to rest. Carriage horses whinnied, rattled their harnesses. The monkey on the grinder’s back sent forth a gurgling report.

Lavender brandished two of her most splendid bouquets. Particularly plush that year, the late roses. She inhaled their incense, holding them high.

“Fresh-cut posies!” she trilled. “Tussie-mussies! Healing herbs!”

Several gentlemen hastily bought flowers. Lavender hoped for much more. Her cart was still so loaded, the crowd so populous. Even the juggler struggled to hold people’s attention. Their minds galvanized towards one thing alone, it seemed: the imminent Oracle.

Lavender tried a new sally. “Blooms for the Renowned Spirit Medium!”

A homely man in gaiters purchased a rose he affixed to his lapel.

Was that it? Unless the train delivered new buyers, she would have to wheel her flowers back into the village and hawk them, like a common pedlar, on the streets. What if she didn’t sell her beloved flowers after all? She’d have lopped their lives, already brief—for nothing.

Lavender joined the fleeting carnival, vying for notice along with other vendors. Passengers stepped down from the train, higgledy-piggledy with their satchels and valises; there was even a parrot in a cage. Lavender waved her prize bouquets high. “Sweet blooms! Tussie-mussies! Herbal charms!” Her animated calls melded into the chorus of “Roasted chestnuts—candied pippins—woven wraps—tallow candles—molasses fudge!” If only her cart were situated closer to the tracks; the chestnut, pippin, wrap, candle and fudge dealers had installed themselves first, pre-empting her.

“That’s them!” someone shouted. “The Trouts!”

A lady floated down from the train; she could only be the Oracle. Close behind her, a man disembarked.

This striking duo proceeded onto the platform, blurring everyone else, the whole world, into a haze. The pair exuded glamour. Uncommonly handsome and well-turned-out, they mesmerized. Tall, with an erect, stately, equestrian bearing, the lady possessed an esoteric beauty. If botanic, she’d be a night-blooming cereus. She was peerless as a lady in a sonnet. Or a willowy figure who’d leapt to life and stepped forth from the pages of Godey’s Lady’s Book. If Allegra Trout hadn’t been a medium, she’d have been a fashion plate, or priestess.

Lavender goggled as much as anyone else. Garters and stars, what a show of divine smoke. Allegra Trout was the kind of woman who made one want to rush home and wash one’s hair, or shove one’s head into the sandy banks at Picton. And there stood Lavender, in her doleful blouse, dreary, mud-marred skirt and giant boots, her gardener’s hands far from smooth.

People on the platform cheered, applauded, wedged themselves closer to the charismatic arrivals.

Then a hush fell; even the monkey ceased its gibber, and gawked. A hush signalling, it seemed, a collective wish that this newly arrived feminine wonder and her compatriot not think them an uncouth, provincial, rabbling mob. The spectators retreated, to give the voguish pair more space. This deferential action likely derived, too, from the force of novelty: a personage famous for communicating with the dead was far from an everyday occurrence. Whatever its source, something akin to a biblical parting of waters occurred, so Allegra Trout might proceed with the dignity afforded her by reputation and sheer magnificence. The County of Hastings had plenty of pretty girls—and more seasoned, attractive ladies—but no one looked like the Oracle. Anyone approaching her fairness lived only in magazines or postcard pictures from tobacco packets (Lavender’s father used to strew these about the house). Or poems.

Allegra Trout held her head high; adorning it, a maroon velvet bonnet with a clutch of feathers and a half veil cropped just above her prettily chiselled chin. The small bonnet didn’t cover her whole head—surely a new style that hadn’t yet reached Belleville.

A girl’s shout shattered the hush. “Miss Trout! I adore your headpiece! Where might I buy one like it?”

Then more ladies’ exhortations. “I love your red cape!”

The Spirit Medium didn’t acknowledge these accolades, only kept moving forward in that stately way, through the crowd. Holding everyone within the trance of herself.

Glossy as wet ink, her hair; her skin, even from Lavender’s vantage point, petal-smooth. The veil shrouded her eyes, but judging by her carriage alone, Lavender didn’t doubt that they sparked a critical intelligence. The lady traveller wore black lace gloves and carried no parasol. She appeared a few years older than Lavender, perhaps a squeak nearer thirty-five, as she floated along the platform as if in slowed motion, a protracted float due to the crowd admiring her, beckoning her, requesting private audiences, tarot sittings, teacup readings, news from beyond. Her rich vermilion velvet cape crested out behind her, its silver-tasselled cord tied at her throat. A very particular shade of red, that cape. Uncommon, as if woven from an exotic mixture of dyes. That day was warm for a cape, but the lady appeared so waxen, transcendent, perhaps she didn’t experience weather like the rest of them.

Lavender had some height to her, which granted a reasonable sightline when she stood on her tiptoes in the ponderous boots and peered over the crowd. As Allegra Trout advanced along the platform, her cape opened like a theatre curtain. She wore elegance beneath it, in the newest shade of pink—solferino—a gown, shot taffeta most likely.

Local women gushed over the gown, effusive.

Then there was the lady’s oracular waist, waspy, bespeaking a finer figure than Lavender’s (when not subsisting on scant fare, Lavender was not all chaff; there was some straw to her). A small purse, for handkerchiefs perhaps, or talismans of her trade, tarot cards, spangled from the traveller’s waist (though Lavender doubted someone so prestigious would require a thing as humdrum as a hankie).

Lavender’s gaze scanned downwards. The Oracle wore the most magnificent boots—they approached terrifying. Their toes drew to a long, sharp, accentuated point, almost as if those points might dip themselves into an inkwell and begin to write eloquent invocations. So radical, singular, there could only exist one pair like them on earth; they had to have been custom crafted, they bespoke bespoke, those boots.

Lavender glanced down at the sad, bulky blocks on her own feet. She’d never seen anyone with such assured, queenly comportment. Nor had anyone else, it seemed. The Oracle’s boots drew gasps, frenzied acclaim from lady spectators.

“Thunderation—such boots!” someone trilled.

Pure grandeur, a prophetess of style, the Spirit Medium. Her top-hatted gentleman counterpart Lavender saw only from the side, but the way he proceeded close to the Oracle signalled a solicitation for her safety. He matched her lofty height, took pains to avoid stepping on her cape and proved adept at avoiding it.

The day’s light slanted full goldenrod, honeyed the platform.

Navigating the human grid, the two figures flowed along like slow amber liquid. If Lavender hadn’t known they were touring spiritualists, she’d have taken them for dancers from some renowned ballet. They were too refined for the circus, that hotbed for ruffians. No, these were not circus types; they breathed a rarer air.

People at the railway station, hands cupped over their chattering mouths, observed the pair closely. Lavender, too, kept her eyes pinioned to them. The man she saw yet in profile; the side of his face struck her as exceedingly fine. He wore a long black frock coat, and appeared, in all likelihood, several years older than his oracular colleague, though surely not yet forty. Perhaps they were Americans. Citizens of that country frequently soared in height.

Setting aside its earlier deference, the crowd prodded closer now. This impeded the grand pair’s progress so that they could only shuffle forward with small steps. A man drew a rapid sketch of them, his pencil wagging frantically. Another fellow from the newspaper bounced queries their way, but despite her superlative ears, Lavender couldn’t discern his words amid the din. The pair carried no suitcases, though given their consequence and finery, porters might have been dispatched.

Then the tall, frock-coated gentleman turned to fix Lavender squarely in his gaze. Her eyes locked reciprocally. Then full shock—his face—half heaven, half ravaged! The ravaged half the shade of beets. Burnt. Scarred. Quite horrific. Deeply unsettling, this damage. Bystanders near Lavender, noting his disfigurement, pointed rudely. Several children sent out squeals of fear and repugnance, and ducked away. But Lavender held her eyes steady, captivated by the man’s deep, intense expression suffused with intelligence, kindness and sorrow. Such a complex visage she’d never before witnessed, a face like a book pulled from a fire, half charred, half intact, a volume needing much study to fathom. What calamity had inflicted this damage? He hardly seemed of the world, more like he’d fallen from some distant star.

Their stares still fused, he did the most ordinary thing: he tipped his hat to her.

“Wait here,” he told his veiled compatriot in the pointed boots. Then, with difficulty due to the gaping swarms, he veered towards Lavender’s floral cart. There was no doubt—he walked her way. She paddled her skirt with her hands, trying to diminish the dog mud begriming its threads.

The onlookers’ rudeness irked Lavender. How quickly their veneer of courtesy fell away. Beholding the man, they acted as if they viewed an exhibit in some monstrous hall of wonders. Terrible as the ruined side of his face was to look upon, balancing it, the good half was nothing short of godlike.

He stopped in front of her floral cart. As if swished away by some invisible magician’s wand, the gawking masses faded, leaving only quietude—a radical privacy—as though a glass dome ventilated with fresh oxygen closed over the two of them, and they alone existed in the world.

“Your flowers steal my breath away,” he said.

He wished to make a purchase.

“How many bouquets or tussie-mussies, Sir?”

“All of them,” the man said, then pointed to the sachet that had, earlier, toppled into the dirt. “What is this?”

“A scent-filled sachet.”

“Sewn with your own hands, I presume?” the man asked.

She nodded.

“What fills it?”

“Achillea millefolium. Yarrow. It heals. Protects. It’s also known as a love charm.”

“Heals, you say?” The man sighed. “If only it could.” Then he inquired the cost—of everything.

Normally, Lavender ciphered like the wind, but a tallying void struck. She told him . . . a number . . . some totted up, air-castle sum bolted from her mouth.

He paid her. The sum almost overflowed her hands. She transferred the bounty into her coin purse.

“I worship at your cart,” the man declared. “And tomorrow, with even the slightest sliver of serendipity, you shall hear Mr. Whitman’s divine words.”

It was a curious non sequitur. She began to form a question about this, but the dome from a moment ago split open and worldly clamour resumed—the organ grinder’s wheeze, a tambourine’s jangle, and people, always people.

A shrill cry lanced all this noise—a summons from the tall, veiled lady with whom the tragic-faced man had arrived. Her tone pronged, petulant. “Robert! Get over here!”

So he was Robert.

Lavender laid the bouquets and smaller bunches in his outstretched arms, knowing, as she did, the best method for keeping the blooms intact, nestling the nosegays in among the larger arrangements. The yarrow sachet she slid into his coat pocket.

The gentleman called Robert might have appeared comedic behind his flower tower if not for his stately attire, the way he tottered along with grave pageantry, bearing his fragrant bundles towards the Oracle in her terrifying boots. People stepped back to enable his passage. He was some distance from Lavender, but her height again afforded a vector through which to observe him, as everyone did, make a gesture of presenting the bouquets to the grand lady who’d summoned him. She’d pulled her veil back off her face, revealing keen, critical eyes (just as Lavender predicted) that didn’t so much as glance at the flowers, which was perplexing, for clearly the lavish floral offering was meant for her. To emphasize this, Robert extended his arms fully, as if to transfer the bundled beauties into her hands.

Quietness caved in over the crowd.

“You carry them, Robert,” she carped.

Then smacked her veil back down over her face.

Some ladies waited years to receive even a single bloom; they’d confessed this to Lavender. People told the village flower girl things of that sort.

The moment sprouted awkward thorns. To rescue it, presumably, Robert, arms still replete with Lavender’s garden, turned to the subdued crowd. He thanked the people of Belleville for the convivial welcome. His voice furled, sonorous: “We’ve travelled for many hours, and Allegra is weary, but you shall witness the full extent of her wonders before the snow flies.” Then, raising the bouquets in the manner of flourishing them, Robert wished to acknowledge the creator of “this heaven of inflorescence.”

(He’d obviously overlooked her name, printed across the cart’s banner.)

A rusty voice Lavender didn’t recognize but which obviously knew her cawed towards the floral cart. “He means you, Miss Fitch.”

Allegra tugged on Robert’s arm, urging him onward. Her dark veil obscured her eyes so no expression was discernible. None was needed; the arm tug spoke broadsheets.

“Your flowers steal my breath away, Miss Fitch!” Robert hailed over to Lavender while Allegra all but hauled him, a moving floral mass, along.

Lavender’s face torched. Her ears, now keened to the utmost, heard the lady named Allegra say, flat-toned, “Robert, come along, there’s work,” as she strained with intensified vigour on the sleeve of his fine coat.

They moved towards the station, flanked by inquisitive followers.

“Steal my very breath!” Robert called back to Lavender before he, with his floral caravan and brusque, caped counterpart, entered the station.

Robert. Half god, half beets.

SAMPSON HUFFED EASTBOUND, all smoke-pot and steam, as Lavender, astonished by who that day’s train had brought, sold the rest of the single roses, her only remaining items. Somehow, transferring the cart’s floral contents to Robert, she’d overlooked these stems. People bought them with zest, abandon, as if some added charm now attached itself to her cart by virtue of its proximity to celebrity; the famed Spirit Medium hadn’t touched it, but her assistant had, and that seemed, in people’s estimation, close enough.

A few strands of yarrow also lingered in the cart’s depths. Lavender gave them to several girls dawdling nearby. The windfall she’d received from Robert Trout made this generosity possible; normally, she’d charge a few pennies.

“Take these magic plants,” she told the girls. “Place them on your doorstep—they’ll keep you safe. Or under your pillow, to discover your true love.”

The girls tittered. At the mention of love, their cheeks flushed. They were so young—seedlings, saplings—Lavender wondered how their mothers allowed them to roam about unattended.

Accepting the gifts, they breathed in the scented stalks.

Their eyes shone.





Two

Her father, Roscoe Fitch, had been a kind, loving man who doted on Lavender, his only daughter. He’d been a professional gentleman in Belleville, always courteous and dressed in fine clothes, as he worked long hours in his busy apothecary shop. No one would have guessed the finances of this model citizen would be left in such a ruinous state after his fatal heart attack at age fifty-two, a little over a year earlier. But then, no one supposes they’ll one day saunter in sunshine and the very next collapse on the parlour floor. Lavender could only assume her father must have intended to set his affairs in order, but death summarily quashes our best-laid plans.

Roscoe Fitch had left huge debts, money owed to pharmaceutical suppliers. Lavender recalled him lamenting, over supper one night, about a large expenditure on equipment and chemical products slated to arrive by ship. The ship sank. The purchases had been prepaid. Her poor father seemed increasingly besieged by misfortunes of this nature. And there was his extravagant streak, costly regalia worn on shooting expeditions with his friend Dr. Minyard. Often enough, apothecaries and physicians coexisted uneasily, in a prickly tension, or full-out loggerheads; this wasn’t the case with Roscoe Fitch and Varn Minyard. They’d long been colleagues and fast friends. The doctor was a frequent dinner guest at the house on Pinnacle Street, where the two medical men enjoyed premium whiskey by the fire; and if they held contrary views on burning topics such as bad-air theory, germ theory, the regulation of poisons, the new epidermic syringe, and whether the latest “infallible corn remedy” or “tonic for a sluggish liver” really worked, they exchanged their opinions in a mode of genial sparring between gentlemen. Young Lavender would curl herself on the fainting sofa for a while, in their company, fascinated by the pipe smoke wisping laurels around their words, but would, soon enough, drift into sleep. As she grew, and along with it her stamina for staying awake later in the evening, she recalled, too, that their topics weren’t always medical. Her father had urged the doctor to invest in a rumoured gold mine in the country north of Belleville. It hadn’t quite happened yet, but it would be a good wagon to leap onto ahead of the pack; he himself had already invested. The doctor had simply laughed, saying, “Roscoe, my friend, you’re a quixotic dreamer.” But, as usual, no hard feelings lingered between the two friends.

In addition to a weakness for fine whiskey, stylish clothing, and imported pipe tobacco, Lavender’s father took frequent trips to America for pharmaceutical meetings—Philadelphia, Dayton, among other places. He often extended his time away because, in his absence, Lavender’s mother had looked after the apothecary shop. She had possessed considerable knowledge of medicinal plants, chemicals and compounding. Indeed, truth be told, some customers, especially those with ladies’ maladies—or anyone suffering intimate afflictions—felt less shameful confiding in Mrs. Fitch than in her husband. And as Amaryllis Fitch had also been known for her sweet harp playing, it was rather like one’s remedy being prescribed by an angel of song. Lavender’s mother had willingly helped out in the shop, but it was in her garden she longed to be, tending her flowers and medicinal plants, or practising her harp, or teaching music lessons to several girls in the village she had called her “harping little apprentices.”

The pith and core of it was, the Fitches had lived well. They’d ridden about in one of Belleville’s most lavish carriages. They’d had a cook, and dined sumptuously.

Then Roscoe Fitch died, and the books opened to sorrowful ruin. Some debts were settled from the sale of the apothecary shop, some from Lavender’s floral sales—that entire season—but a few remained. Lavender loved her father, but he’d squandered much, and had proven fickle as an abatina flower. But every coin has two sides: balancing her father’s frivolous indulgences were good, though again not inexpensive, actions. He’d sent Lavender to Cobourg Ladies’ Academy. He believed in girls’ education; he even speculated that one day there might be female doctors and druggists. In fact, he already knew of a lady doctor, Elizabeth Blackwell, and her study of typhoid fever. He’d heard of a woman apothecary too, in Niagara, he thought, perhaps not legally sanctioned, but no doubt competent. As his own dear Amaryllis had been. So, he knew his girl, Lavender, deserved to be educated. He’d hired a groundskeeper during her Academy years. Before that, he’d paid Mrs. Clement Rose to be Lavender’s tutor, and more generally a feminine presence in the household. And he’d taken in the orphan boy, Arlo Snook, in 1845, and paid a nursemaid to care for the infant. He hired Mrs. Rose once more, this time to tutor the boy in some rudiments of education. Mrs. Rose remarked more than once that while she didn’t object to being paid, “Mr. Fitch would save a great deal of money if he remarried.”

Her father did not remarry. He seemed content enough with his druggist vocation, travel and periodic deer-stalking expeditions. But after her mother’s death, Lavender noted a change. He grew quiet in a strange way she strove, at her tender age of ten, and then into her teen years, to understand. He remained loving, pleasant, courteous, but if she’d had to diagnose it, he lived in a kind of chronically subdued state, not unhappy—no, quite mellow—simply low in affect. Sometimes it was barely noticeable, but without his wife, his formerly animated spark had burnt out to a considerable extent.

The apothecary business’s assets should have left Lavender with ample resources to live quite comfortably. But all she had was the house, the garden, constant hunger and threadbare stockings. She’d sold the carriage, the horse. She let go the cook. Still, debts remained, which she tackled, stem by stem, selling her floral wares at the train station.

That summer, she’d more than once foraged among the medicinal plants in her garden, trying to recall which ones might lift her spirits, at least offer a temporary panacea, transport her away from her worries, divert her from hunger. She beheld her own sad, wan face in the gazing ball. The roof had torn open; after that, Lavender slept fitfully, on rain alert. When not occupied with garden work, she rifled through her mother’s old notebooks, reading up on the benefits and adverse effects of various plants and flowers: Lavandula, peony root, ginseng, lemon balm. Poppy oil. Camomile. Skullcap. She mixed tonics and teas from these elements. Great quantities of liquids taxed the bladder, she found; but the ultimate remedy, she already knew, was food.

Earlier that day, when the train delivered the Spirit Medium and the man with the marred face who’d bought all Lavender’s floral wares, his payment placed a bandage over her situation.

So now she wheeled her empty cart back to Pinnacle Street.

They’d exchanged only a few words, she and Robert Trout. For how many minutes? Two? Three? But the transaction opened a dream space, through which Lavender now moved. She felt no hunger; it was as if her body had embarked on a sojourn. Her flowers had stolen his breath away. The only thing pegging her to earth was, tethered to her sash, the coin purse’s genial heft and pendulum motion against her hip bone.

She’d not basked in a dream bubble for ages, but she recognized the feeling at once—a sensation like no other, when the veil of the everyday peeled away and something else opened up. A layer beyond. The feeling of her troubles retreating was as wondrous as a rose rising from snow. She’d felt the same way when she’d hear her mother plying the harp’s strings. And again when Quincey Luke took Lavender’s hand, steadying her, around the ice rink in Cobourg. (Before his betrayal of her.) Sometimes in her garden, a bubble of bliss descended too—until she recalled the harsh reaper of commerce, and the necessity of cutting down her flowers.

When the man with the ruined face approached Lavender’s floral cart earlier that day, the dream dome’s euphoria returned; the clock’s hands stalled.

The dome had lasted only a few moments.

But shreds of it lingered still.

Lavender had trodden those streets innumerable times, but now she beheld them anew—as if through Robert Trout’s eyes.

Light as ladybugs’ dreams, Lavender passed the vinegar factory, the sash and blind factory, the steam sawmill, the dirty forge, foundry, pump, and other great wooden shells with their grinders and gears and presses and jacks and wheels. Perhaps he—Robert—wouldn’t marvel at Belleville’s burgeoning industry; he’d alluded to extensive journeys and in all likelihood had toured widely with Allegra. Perhaps even sailed the sea. Lavender’s father had travelled, but besides him, the only person she knew who’d trotted the globe, and by herself no less, was Miss Zilla Cordell, headmistress at Cobourg Ladies’ Academy. The farthest Lavender had ever voyaged was Toronto; her father took her to the circus there once, S.B. Howes’ Star Troupe Menagerie. How Arlo Snook had pleaded to go along, but it was well the boy wasn’t taken, for ugly riots erupted on those streets; the clowns had proven very nasty indeed.

Lavender whisked towards Pinnacle Street, barely aware of the cart’s handles in her grasp. There was the dry cooper and there the wet cooper, where she’d bought the wooden bucket to catch the roof-leak drips in her house’s upstairs bedroom, the sorrowful chamber where her mother had breathed her last. Due to his foghorn-like, habitual snoring, her father kept a separate room for sleeping.

Robert Trout, the miracle of him, standing there by her floral cart, cheered Lavender so fully that even a humble object, a bucket, acquired new meaning. To fashion, from wood, a container that held water made the wet cooper rather like a magician. And why not? Theirs was an age in which the unimagined had been brought forth—one’s face captured in a daguerreotype, machines for sewing, a method by which the blind might read with their fingertips. Steam power propelled gifted luminaries into their midst, and in a manner akin to the telegraph, the dead could be communed with through mediums like Allegra Trout.

Past the barkers and ice dealers and ironmongers Lavender glided. Past the fish market with its unmistakable tang. Then she reached her father’s shop. Its new owner hadn’t replaced the sign; it still gleamed there, over the doorway, large gilded mortar and pestle, the words L. Roscoe Fitch, Apothecary. These words saddened Lavender; the dream bubble wobbled, then burst. A few doors down from her family’s erstwhile shop was a more sobering sign: Proctor & Co. Undertaking: Coffins, Shrouds, Caskets, Hearse, All Supplies for Interment. Mr. Proctor had been sending Lavender reminders of the outstanding balance owed after her father’s funeral. The notices had been civil enough initially, exuding that solicitous, hushed formality of the entombing profession, but their tone had lately grown brusque. The outer limits of sympathy had been reached, it seemed, breached.

Right then, Lavender made a decision. How uplifting it would be to no longer receive those notices! She left her empty cart in front of the undertaker’s establishment, entered it, opened her coin purse and laid out most of the money from Robert Trout’s floral purchase. She kept enough to buy a roast, some tea and a small portion for an unforeseen emergency. That smell, peculiar to funeral businesses, a cloying admixture of methanol and decayed apples, wafted from Mr. Proctor as he wrote Lavender a receipt—paid in full.

The lifting burden of debt was its own tonic. Lavender carried on to the butcher shop, where she purchased a roast; how happy the boy Arlo would be, enjoying this feast with her. She sped her pace. Thoughts of the new arrivals, Robert and Allegra Trout, returned too. What were they to each other? For the first time it struck Lavender they might be husband and wife. But would a husband praise another lady’s flowers so lavishly? Would that be wise? Might it not ignite flames of wifely rebuke? Allegra had been snappish with Robert after his floral purchase.

The Village Crier might know. Lavender neared where he stood, his clapper tongue clanging, heralding the Prince of Wales’s impending arrival. Oyez, oyez! The crier was a pill, but people listened. He blazoned on about that day’s arrivals too, the Trouts. Lavender considered asking the periwigged, garrulous sot for any intelligence he might dispense about the dazzling new arrivals. Siblings? Something else?

Curious as she was, the Crier had, in addition to breath of rancid garlic, an ogling manner she’d always disliked, a blight to anyone’s day. A regular rusty gut, the Village Crier.

Lavender realized there were other avenues for news. The artist, Dot Tickell, for instance; her painter’s eyes peeled back the world, everything was fodder, she made everyone’s business her own. Lavender’s old tutor, Mrs. Clement Rose, might have acquired some grist. And Arlo Snook, roaming the streets in search of employment, could have heard something.

Lavender resumed her project of viewing Belleville as Robert Trout might see it—admittedly a speculative act, but it brought pleasure. She took a very circuitous route, to extend that pleasure. A worldly gentleman such as Robert would surely appreciate the fine houses Lavender now passed: Mr. Flint’s villa and its watchtower; the Tuscan affair nearby, reputed to have a pond stocked with gold-and-silver fish; Mr. Noseworthy’s residence, with its oriel window and filigreed iron balconies. Other homes with their pillars, mansard roofs, wooden gazebos in gardens, vine-reddened pergolas. How could Robert not admire this? He was, clearly, an advocate of beauty—her flowers had stolen his breath away. His very breath.

A tall man in a dark coat dashed across the street. Robert Trout? No. A further surge of energy, as if the train had delivered casks of it, special, just for her, sent Lavender ranging through the village; even ascending the west hill didn’t cause fatigue—a sensation akin to ingesting some magic herb.

She rattled her cart past Mrs. Moodie’s stone cottage and contemplated what words that literary lady might now be scribbling within. The shades were drawn; perhaps mystics from the state of New York visited. Members of the Fox sisters’ circle. Or believers from Consecon, or Bloomfield. Were they in the parlour, holding hands in séance? Musing over a spirit board? Ears perked for table rapping? It was rumoured that the potash kettle once flew about of its own accord in that very house. Lavender pictured Mrs. Moodie’s bloomers sailing out over the Moira River, a white-ruffled muslin cloud caught in some ghostly updraught by the Spirits who needed their amusements too (one could only assume).

As Lavender reached her home on Pinnacle Street, her mind dwelt on more tangible themes. She could almost smell the roast she’d cook, wreathed with savory, chopped onions. Surveying her house as if through Robert Trout’s eyes, she doubted its plain Loyalist style would impress him. Her mother, Lavender suspected, would have preferred one of the newer, turreted, gabled houses. But the family’s apothecary business was only getting established back then, and anything opulent was out of reach; Roscoe Fitch acquired his spendthrift tendencies later. On the sunnier side, there’d been a clerical error, on the county’s part, that allotted her father two sections of property instead of one, granting the Fitches a commodious double lot behind their house. Thus, thanks to a line of blurred ink or a moment’s distraction by some bespectacled clerk, Lavender’s livelihood, floriculture, came to exist.

In opposition to her home’s stark frontage was the garden out back; entering it was like stepping through a portal into another world, an oasis, dream-atrium, an expansive bower that never failed to draw Lavender with its mesmeric spell. The garden called to her now, and she took the most direct route, circumventing the front door and rattling her cart over the cobbled path that extended along the side of the house. She glanced at the Private Garden—Do Not Enter sign, its chipping paint. She unlatched the gate and rolled the cart to its place in the potting shed, where the hen’s creaky canticle greeted her and the rafters were festooned with bundles of drying herbs. On the wall peg hung Lavender’s sad old skates with their rusted blades, left over from the Cobourg heartbreak. To recover from it, she’d tried every herbal cure in her mother’s notebooks and gardening almanacs. She’d swallowed teas of mint and yarrow, taken purification with hyssop, poppy essence to help her sleep (though it only brought distressing dreams), a poultice of St. John’s wort. Lemon balm. An arsenal of remedies. After a couple of years, Lavender appeared restored, those closest to her declared, but there was scar tissue they couldn’t see, a blistered-over heart.

Robert Trout bore an outer scar. She wore hers within.

One mercy was that the heartbreak had happened near the end of her time in Cobourg. Before that, her studies absorbed her, especially floriculture and botany, into which she dove headfirst. Headmistress Cordell had noted her student’s botanical aptitude, and nurtured her passion, believing young ladies should resist the moulds society carved for them. The Academy’s library held valuable volumes on botany and medicinal plants, including Culpepper, Linnaeus, Nuttall, Mrs. Loudon, and a rare, precious facsimile of Parkinson’s Theatre of Plants, its pages brittle as dried hydrangea petals. There were dictionaries of floral meanings. Copies of the Gardener’s Magazine. And, from closer to home, works by Mr. Custead, Mrs. Traill, a memorable piece on Miss Crooks’s collections of plant specimens, and so many more that Lavender buried herself among the bookshelves and had to be coaxed away for socials and outdoor fitness activities. Her roommate, Ethelinda Quackenbush, joked about Lavender’s many hours spent in the library, how it was making her eyes go all rabbity, and she’d turn into a bookish wraith and forget how to be in human society if she insisted on spending her free hours with plants and books. She might well move her bed into the library. Lavender breezed the quipping away; she’d found her vocation and love, and that was all that mattered. Of course, she’d known it even before Cobourg. Her mother had built the garden on Pinnacle Street with her own hands, and taught her young daughter much about floriculture, especially plants with curative properties. Access to the Academy’s library only fuelled the flames of her botanical ardour.

When Lavender returned home after her studies, Mrs. Clement Rose, who often visited the house on Pinnacle Street, fretted over how much time Lavender spent in the garden, even in winter, mooning about out there, salvaging herbs under snow. She’d long since stopped tutoring Lavender, but, as a family friend, affectionate concern ruled the day. She introduced Lavender to single young men at dinners or church socials or picnics in the county. Lavender found these fellows dull as dried burdock. “Lavie,” Mrs. Rose had opined not long ago during a visit, “are you going to grub about in the garden all your life and grow into an old maid with your hands in the dirt?” Laughing, Lavender had replied that at least it was her dirt, and painful as she found turning the flower garden, once resplendent with harp music, into service, profit, it brought a measure of independence. None of this, of course, stopped Mrs. Rose from haranguing Lavender on the marriage topic. On another recent visit, the old tutor remarked, “Your orphan charge Arlo Snook is fifteen now. One day he will leave you and, having no husband, you’ll be alone.”

As unthinkable as the prospect of Arlo not living under Lavender’s (leaking) roof was, she wouldn’t be totally alone; she’d have the garden. But it was wasted breath explaining that to someone as pragmatic as Mrs. Rose. Luckily, tea and almond cake, when Lavender’s pantry held it—Arlo was a dab hand at baking it—proved effective diversion tactics. In truth, any sort of sweet would work.

Lavender closed the potting shed’s door. She was too hungry, too bemused by the day’s events at the train station, to fret anew about the money that her father rasped, with his dying breath, her mother had left her—nest egg, tucked away somewhere, meant for you. Lightning had racked the sky as she grasped his hand, and as he’d whispered one last thing about the money’s location, thunderous booms outside obscured his words. Then Roscoe Fitch was gone.

She’d searched. And searched some more. Over the past year, Lavender inspected the potting shed, the garden’s glass house, the attic, every crack in the floorboards, the inside of every Mason jar and crock in the pantry, to no avail. She’d even, with the greatest care, examined the stand of her mother’s harp, which still stood in the parlour, to see if some small, hidden drawer existed there; none did. All the fine-toothed combs in the county couldn’t locate her mother’s gift. How far a nest egg—of virtually any size—would go to alleviate the ongoing spectre of destitution. If vagrancy befell her, then Mrs. Rose would say, beyond a doubt, “Did I not warn you that you’d better find a husband?”

Fretting was of little use in any case, Lavender knew. Instead, she vowed to intensify her search for the nest egg. She’d be as audacious as ivy, persistent as spurge. The financial gift her mother had left her would secure the future. Her mother wanted her to have it. “Ah, girlie, you’ll be provided for,” Amaryllis Fitch had once said, plucking a pear from the garden tree she’d planted in 1832, to mark Lavender’s birth. Her mother spoke those words when Lavender was very young, about five, and her child’s mind didn’t fixate on them.

A sudden rain, from nowhere, slashed its watery veils across the garden.

Lavender hurried, clutching the roast, wrapped in brown butcher paper, into the house. She hoped Arlo Snook had returned from his employment search; she had so much to tell him, about that day’s train station market, the disfigured, yet magnificent, gentleman whose extravagant gesture bore all her flowers away in his arms. A yarrow sachet in his pocket.

Arlo Snook wasn’t home.

As suddenly as it began, the flash rainstorm ended.

The house was quiet except for the drips of rainwater into the leak bucket upstairs.

Plink plink

Plonk

Plink plink

Plop!

She must remind Arlo, when he returned, to empty the bucket. It filled Lavender with sorrow to enter that room where her mother had breathed her last, and the boy, thankfully, dealt with the leak-catching chore to spare her.

As brief as the spontaneous downpour had been, it cooled the house. Lavender mustered a fire in the kitchen, for the roast. And another fire in the parlour, where she hoped that evening, after their feast, Arlo might be prevailed upon to play his concertina. And she’d ask the boy if he’d heard any reports of the newly arrived Trouts, and what they might be to each other. And if he’d heard of a Mr. Whitman—clergyman, perhaps?—for Robert’s words at the floral cart stayed with Lavender: “And tomorrow, with even the slightest sliver of serendipity, you shall hear Mr. Whitman’s divine words.”

While Lavender wasn’t keen on listening to a sermon (if this Whitman was, in fact, clergy), she longed to study the book of Robert’s face further, a book pulled, half burnt, from a fire. So much was written there, from the depths of suffering, Lavender didn’t doubt, to ecstasy’s heights, and the deep, innate sensibility required to worship—his word—at her floral cart, to see it for what it was, a little cathedral on wheels. She’d never met anyone who grasped flowers’ import and beauty—profound, fleeting—to that extent; it was like meeting a kindred soul. Kindred, yet at the same time he seemed to her like someone who’d tumbled, in his best clothes, from some faraway constellation. She’d never met anyone like him.

Tomorrow you shall hear. Tomorrow. Where? What time? His proposal was short on details.

Soon the parlour fire ticked brightly. The kitchen warmed. She was ravenous. The onion awaited chopping, but before Lavender went to work on it, she glanced at her reflection in the mirror. Her blouse was buttoned crooked—and her muddied skirt! Shame coursed through her. The Trouts were impeccably dressed, while she, that day, hadn’t met even the most basic sartorial standards.





Three

Tomorrow voiced its presence through the mourning doves’ coos. Lavender awoke, cooked a pot of porridge, last of the oatmeal, and, spooning it down, reflected on luck. Serendipity, the slightest sliver, how to hunt it down. Piquant traces of last night’s roast lingered in the kitchen. Lavender and Arlo Snook had dined splendidly. His eyes sparked, animated, when she reported her legendary floral sale at the train station—the proceeds of which heaped their plates with warm, steaming gravy and meat. She’d laughed, dabbing horseradish on her meat, on hearing the boy’s main concern, “where Mr. Trout would find vases and containers for all those blooms, seeing as he’d just landed in Belleville.”

“Your guess equals mine, Arlo.” Then she asked if he’d heard, during his day of roaming the streets for work, about the Trouts.

“Heard?” The boy scraped gristle from his plate onto his fork; clearly, he intended to not waste a morsel. “That’s almost all they talked about in the village—even more than the Prince of Wales visiting soon. The lady Spirit Medium—everyone called her a sight to behold!”

Lavender wasn’t about to squander her gristle either. She needed it; her skirt had grown so loose it would soon slide from her bones. “And Arlo, what of the man with her, the one who bought my flowers?”

“Oh, they called him a sight to behold too.”

That’s all the boy knew.

“Maybe the Spirit Medium can conjure containers for all those flowers,” he added.

Lavender smiled. “Perhaps. If she can induce the dead to materialize in some form, maybe urns or vases prove no great challenge. But I don’t know if such common, domestic objects are in Allegra Trout’s wheelhouse, and from what I saw, she places low value on flowers.”

The boy concentrated more on the small bowl of licorice near his plate than her remark. Sometimes his interests flickered like that, like lantern flies, an idiosyncrasy Lavender regarded with affection.

AS ARLO EMERGED, sleepily, from his room, there were more cooing doves. Lavender had left him some porridge and he served himself, and sat at the kitchen table across from her. She couldn’t imagine the house without Arlo; the boy was such genial company. He emptied the leak bucket. Gathered and stacked firewood. Helped in the garden. Baked almond cake when they had the ingredients. Entertained her with his concertina. And though an orphan, Arlo was like a brother. Lavender’s face must have shadowed, induced by the spectre of losing him. He asked what saddened her. Surely she was still pleased about yesterday’s floral windfall?

“Yes,” she answered. “Though much went to pay the remaining sum owed to the undertaker. But, in brighter news, I’ve a little left for tea—and oatmeal. And I’m going out now to purchase these supplies. And discover if a sliver of luck leads me to Mr. Whitman’s words.”

Arlo looked quizzical, but gobbled his porridge.

Lavender went on. “Everything the village decorating committee ordered from my garden for the Prince of Wales’s visit is ready. That said, the amaranth border needs weeding. And there are potatoes to dig for our supper tonight.”

“I’ll do that,” Arlo said. “You go. I could use a rest from job hunting. Seems no one wants to hire a limping lad. I confess I’m discouraged.”

Lavender thanked him, adding, “You won’t need to work after I’ve been paid for the royal visit’s flowers. We’ll eat well for some months if we’re frugal.”

Arlo’s lips curled into a wistful smile. “That’s good news, but a little extra never hurts. I want to contribute, Vender. Besides, I like to get out. Now go enjoy your jaunt. I’ll take care of the porridge dishes.”

“And empty the leak bucket upstairs, Arlo?”

“Done,” he said.

Bless the boy.

LAVENDER MULLED WHETHER the chance to encounter Robert Trout and sift more fully his—situation—warranted a change of dress. The image of her blouse buttoned askew flooded her with renewed chagrin; she needed to boost her sartorial game so Robert Trout took her seriously, as a thinking person; obviously, he held her flowers in high regard. But she herself, as a person, not merely a flower vendor, craved his knowledge of the world, which she didn’t doubt was vast; and with each passing moment Lavender’s mind ladled more stew into the cauldron of her curiosity about their work, his and Allegra’s. The places they’d been, what it was like to travel about and live as a two-person touring caravan. And whether it was really true that the dead could be contacted, and how often Allegra had done it.

As she brushed her hair and pinned it up, Lavender counted the months since her father’s death. Over a year. Was it time to dispense with her mourning clothes? How she longed for colour! Her garden grew a vibrant palette, a bright rainbow, but lovely as that was, it wasn’t the same as sporting colour on one’s person. Also, cheerier hues might detract from her gaunt frame.

She scrounged around in her clothing trunk. Dresses from her Cobourg era, and also post-Cobourg frocks, now fit too large. For years her mother’s pretty gowns had hung, headless, on hooks in the upstairs bedroom. Now she tiptoed into that chamber, with its melancholy aura, and examined her mother’s clothes. A dress from almost twenty years ago might be out of fashion, but colour trumped all else, and Lavender seized on a day dress, brocade, sewn from a deep, rich mauve. Pelerines were rather “yesterday,” but the garment was still elegant; Lavender recalled her mother wearing it when she played her harp concerts. But lovely as the maternal frock was, nothing could match the sumptuous pink gown and red, flowing cape Allegra Trout had worn when she stepped down from the train.

Still, the mauve dress was the best option, and a quick glance made Lavender suspect it would fit. A film of dust lived on the brocade; she shook it by the shoulders to disperse the dust. Yes, the dress fit—Lavender’s mother had been slender. The same couldn’t be said for her mother’s dainty slippers. Lavender had her father’s feet, clods, smaller versions of his. She’d have to wear her old side-laced boots. Though worn, they were still better than his wellingtons. The weather remained warm enough for a straw bonnet, which she donned.

Scanning her mother’s bedroom, Lavender realized that she’d overlooked something in her frequent hunts for the nest egg. Could her mother have tucked it inside the pocket of one of her jackets or aprons or dresses or coats? Or winter muff? So fully had Lavender avoided her mother’s bedroom that the maternal wardrobe had remained virtually untouched through the years. Why hadn’t she considered this possibility? She glanced at the portrait of Hildegard of Bingen above the bed. Lavender’s mother had admired Hildegard’s knowledge of medicine and music, and now the visionary abbess’s gaze, fixed on Lavender, affirmed the pocket theory.

She launched a frantic, yet thorough, search through every last pocket of her mother’s clothes. With each reach of her hand, hope, then dejection’s bitter pill. Old lace handkerchiefs, a hairpin or two were all her excavations retrieved.

If only her mother could speak from beyond, whisper a clue.

Lavender stood for a moment, stymied with failure, then resumed preparations to go out for supplies—and sow serendipity’s seeds, the chance to learn more about Robert Trout, Mr. Whitman and the world.

Her garden had always seemed enough. It had been the world. But lately, without realizing it until this moment, she had been craving an expanded map. Walls, even beloved walls, can close in on a person.

She was ready at last. As she passed Arlo Snook, still seated at the kitchen table, writing something, the boy glanced up and sent her a whistle of admiration.

“You’re done mourning, I see, Vender,” he remarked.

“At least the surface of it,” she said. Then took up her market basket and bid him goodbye.

As an afterthought, she grabbed her parasol, and set out.

BEING FREED FROM mourning’s garb lightened Lavender’s steps as she penetrated the village’s commercial core. Though the air was crisp, summer persisted, and people filled the streets. A clutch of urchins scurried past. Evidence abounded of the Prince of Wales’s upcoming visit. Workmen busily strung bunting between lampposts, shouting directives at each other. The ceremonial arches—ten of them! soon to be festooned with Lavender’s flowers—had been built some weeks ago, and stood at attention, awaiting their floral embellishments.

There were numerous signs of the famed Spirit Medium’s presence in Belleville too. Shop windows posted notices that they were taking orders for “hand-tailored gowns in the latest pink vogue and style of the Oracle’s. And red velvet capes.” Coloured, hand-drawn sketches accompanied these. Ladies thronged the milliner’s display window and its placard indicating that a shipment of “hats similar to the one worn by the Oracle” was expected from America within days. Lavender shuttled along, her market basket hooked over her arm, parasol tucked under it, and noted more hubbub at the cobbler’s shop. She wondered if it would be difficult to produce replicas of Allegra Trout’s unique boots—but it seemed these ladies’ very worlds would end if they didn’t own a pair of those boots. The Spirit Medium had only just arrived, and she’d already spawned a veritable cottage industry among those who dealt in textiles and animal hides. The ladies quailed and begged to have their fashion items in time for the Prince of Wales’s visit, which, anyone could see, was far from realistic.

A floral customer from the train station market tore herself away from the milliner’s window long enough to greet Lavender, saying, “Your frock is so very quaint, Miss Fitch.”

Lavender couldn’t afford any of the stylish wares for sale. Proceeding to Blacklock’s Tea Shop, she fixed her mind on necessities—tea, oatmeal. Her coin purse weighed much less after the undertaker’s payment. She paused in front of the tea shop’s display window, to catch her breath, and reminded herself to exercise restraint; Blacklock’s was temptation’s arcade. Once the scents of faraway lands coursed through her nostrils, self-control untethered itself, and Mr. Blacklock, the proprietor, knew she was easy fishing. A fine array of teas, coffees, sugars and brandies adorned the window, along with her own light bones reflected in the glass.

Suddenly, another, taller form appeared reflected behind her, as if framing her.

The taller reflection spoke, his voice resonant. “Would you recommend this establishment, Miss Fitch?”

Lavender turned. It was Robert Trout. He’d remembered her name. She looked about, saw no sign of his tall, veiled counterpart, the famed Spirit Medium. Even when not travelling, he maintained his habit of superlative dress. His tweed suit appeared new, as did his stovepipe hat. He wore an ascot with a gold pin, not typical in Belleville. He carried a book, leather-bound, also unusual for their village; Lavender had never seen anyone perambulate with a book, ever. A pencil peeked from Robert’s breast pocket. Perhaps meant for recording messages from the departed?

“Miss Fitch?”

He’d posed a question. The image of yesterday’s crooked blouse muzzled Lavender for a moment, even though she wasn’t sure if Robert Trout had noticed it. She decided to proceed as if he hadn’t.

“Recommend it?” she spluttered. “Why, yes. Highly.” Rather cryptic. She should elaborate. “Blacklock’s has the best tea in Belleville—if it’s tea you seek. They also sell French brandy.” She added the latter detail to suggest their village wasn’t lacking in cosmopolitanism—and perhaps spirits encouraged the Spirits.

She hoisted open her parasol to create a small hut of privacy. Robert Trout shifted his position, to accommodate this move, it seemed. The privacy hut radiated a new, mellow light; it softened his face’s ravaged side. He thumbed the book’s pages in a mode of careful reflection.

The silence fell hard on Lavender’s ears. “You must find our village dull,” she ventured, “being, as you and Allegra are, very worldly.” Lavender suspected she addressed his employer too familiarly, but didn’t know which mode of address—Miss, Mrs., Madam, Mistress, something else?—to apply.

Her remark, meant as a harmless salvo, cast a pall, and she regretted her conversational foray.

“We are here for the work,” he said.

His tone was thudding, melancholic. As if the work brought no fulfillment.

Ladies with shopping baskets brisked by Lavender, their curiosity palpable. She tilted her parasol to afford them a less optimal view. “You mean communing with the dead, I suppose, Mr. Trout?”

“Assisting Allegra, yes,” Robert replied. He volunteered nothing more. Was he always so cryptic?

She’d press him. “If I might ask, Sir, you told everyone at the train station that we’d witness the Oracle’s wonders ‘before the snow flies.’ But it’s now only early September. Usually, though with rare exceptions, snow doesn’t arrive until November. Why must we wait so long to witness her wonders? What does she do in the interim?”

Again, that dolour. Where was the animated, fervent gentleman of yesterday, worshipping at her floral cart? Lavender’s latest question either bored or annoyed him; she couldn’t tell which.

“Allegra’s spectacle requires much preparation and study,” Robert said stiffly. “In the weeks leading up to it, she offers tarot readings and interprets tea leaves at the train station. These whet people’s appetites and provide a foretaste of her divinatory powers. And the interactions help her take the psychic pulse of the community; gaining a sense of where we’ve landed aids us greatly. Allegra considers tarot and tea important ancillary work.” He heaved a voluminous sigh. The pall had deepened, so he swerved from the topic. “Yesterday you wore mourning’s garb, Miss Fitch. Today, far from it. What happened?”

“I declared an end to it,” Lavender said. Almost adding, I even paid the undertaker!

“Whom did you lose? If I might inquire.”

“My father. A little over a year ago. As for Miss Allegra’s vocation”—Lavender risked the unmarried epithet; if wrong, she’d be corrected—“she’ll find no shortage of work in these parts, for though we’ve had no cholera outbreak for some time, you’ll hear often church bells’ funeral tolls. It may well occupy Miss Allegra—and yourself—for an extended period here in Belleville. And we all eagerly await news from—beyond.”

They still spoke of death, it seemed. But Robert hadn’t corrected Lavender, so it seemed Allegra wasn’t a wife. Then he said: “Even the fairest flowers must pass into matter, Miss Fitch.”

Was this a riddle?

He alluded to her bouquets from the railway station, perhaps. Lavender wondered if he’d found urns and vases for them. Wondered what he’d done with the yarrow sachet. Had he given it to some young lady? Or Allegra? Lavender wished for a hitching post to tether his words, so she could retrieve them for later reflection, for she struggled to keep pace with his proverb-like speech. It had been so long since she’d engaged with one so loftily spoken. With Arlo Snook, exchanges were rooted in the domestic, the literal, the vernacular; with Mrs. Clement Rose, the talk was all tea and cake and eligible bachelors, but in the end pragmatic, poetically insolvent.

Lavender strove to match his eloquence. “But matter, Mr. Trout, begets more flowers.” She drew this observation from Miss Edgarton’s book, and the seasonal miracles in her own garden.

“A charming sentiment,” Robert said.

It flustered Lavender, the way he dropped conversational threads she tried to stitch into a larger meaning. “Have you and—Miss Allegra begun your work?”

The fair side of his face darkened, prompting Lavender to recall his aversion, expressed a mere moment earlier, to “the work.” She’d been tacking, buffeted here and there, like a skiff in a stiff Bay of Quinte wind. Her parasol might blow inside out if she wasn’t careful. But she cast caution to the gusts; she was in it now. She wished to know. “Where do you and Miss Trout conduct your—work, Sir?”

His face flashed, turned skittish, spooked, tense. It first seemed he might decline to answer. But then he resumed his usual resonant tone, though infused with caution. “Various places, much studying of newspapers, and other documents. Graveyards. Allegra goes there to absorb the energy released by the dead.”

“And do you, Sir, accompany her?”

Robert shrugged. “Sometimes. If I can be of service recording notations. In fact, the churchyard was my destination just now—until I encountered you, gazing in this shop window, a much more pleasing prospect than dreary tombstones.”

A cordage of crows flew above, as if towing a dark banner.

“Can’t we speak of lighter matters, Miss Fitch? I’m weary of morbid topics, and the day is very fine.”

Words burst forth from Lavender like a breached levee. “I know a riddle, Sir—”

The word riddle held magic; his downcast air vanished quick as one might swat a fly.

“So then, Miss Fitch, you cast off mourning’s garb and riddles tease your tongue. Tell me.”

“What is a thing that won’t die—that the life of which will extend far beyond yours—and mine?” Lavender tilted her parasol rakishly. It had been eons since she’d conversed with a gentleman; her transactions of floral commerce hardly counted. The men Mrs. Rose had, with soaring hopes, introduced Lavender to didn’t count either. Had she always harboured a coquette within her? She’d never told a riddle in her life, not even to the boy Arlo.

Robert tipped his hat upwards to scratch his head, pondering. “I can’t guess the answer, Miss Fitch. You must reveal it.”

Lavender sounded a single note of high-pitched mirth (quite coquettish!). “Why, a book—even the very book you now clutch close to your person. That volume will surely outlive us both.”

He smiled fully. He had the most magnificent teeth she’d seen in her twenty-eight years on earth. She should tell more riddles.

Several customers entered Blacklock’s, shunting the bell above the shop door into sprightly tingles, tings.

“As I live and breathe, you’re correct, Miss,” Robert chimed. “Mr. Whitman’s poetry is timeless, and its profundity defies death.”

That, then, was Mr. Whitman.

“And what name ascribes to his powerful book, Sir?”

“Leaves of Grass,” Robert asserted with such intensity, such rapture, the unharmed half of his face reddened almost as deeply as the damaged side.

Leaves? Grass? Lavender’s pulse quickened with the possibility that the book might pertain to botany. “At the train station you assured me I’d hear Whitman’s words,” she said. “And”—again, what boldness surged from her lips—“I mean to hold you to it.”

“Hold me to it, please, Miss Fitch. Time may not permit just now, but I’d like nothing better than to share Walt Whitman’s genius. It makes a vast improvement over the topic of death—though he expounds most lyrically on that topic, among a vast range of others.”

Again, Lavender wished she could preserve Robert’s words, like beets in brine, or painted images on canvas, or a face suspended, by mercury vapour, on a silver plate, so she could more fully reflect upon them later.

A woman’s strident cry issued from down the street, a few shops away. “Robert! Hurry up!”

Lavender recognized the voice of Allegra Trout. Was this her habitual manner, to constantly pull him along with her in the manner of a bear on a chain? Wasn’t he free to discover, for a few idle hours, the village in which he’d just arrived?

There Allegra stood, in her acute boots. Not wearing the scarlet cape, but a long coat, midnight hued, a veiled hat. Others saw her too. Several ladies dashed over to her, small books in their hands—seeking the Oracle’s autograph, Lavender assumed. This diverted Allegra and she beamed, enjoying the light’s lime hue, and signed their books.

A crow swooped low enough, almost, to nip the feathers from one of the admirer’s bonnets.

“I must go,” Robert said. “But if you should grace me with another riddle someday soon, it would please me enormously—it would bring me some light—we all need light.”

Lavender had never thought of herself as light-bearer, and she almost laughed. “I eagerly await more leaves, more grass—” she began.

But she addressed a ghost, for Robert’s tall figure receded as he rejoined Allegra and they turned in the direction of St. Thomas’ churchyard.

Oh, life. Always more words than minutes to convey them.

Lavender looked down. The buttons on her dress, her mother’s dress, were aligned straight.

She closed her parasol, and entered Blacklock’s Tea Shop.

“Thought you’d never set foot in here, Miss Fitch,” Mr. Blacklock said, all puckish. “Looked like you and that gentleman had much to discuss—couldn’t help seeing you through the window. Perhaps he asked you to accompany him to the upcoming ball, in honour of the Prince of Wales’s visit?”

Ah, yes, her parasol had been turned the other way. Which provided Mr. Blacklock with a regular peep show. Lavender needed to divert his prying, and quickly. “Please let me see me your latest shipment of tea,” she said.

Delighted to oblige, Mr. Blacklock directed her to a bin containing, he declared, a special order he’d had shipped in for the royal visit, a fine black tea with a notable dash of orange. Lavender breathed in the tea’s heady scent, potently pleasurable as flowers. She imagined drinking it with breadstuffs, pickles, scones, fruit dainties. Dared to fancy sipping it with Robert—wild fancy—while he begged her for another riddle, and his storied life unfolded in the willing whorls of her ears. Or between his readings of Whitman’s book.

Mr. Blacklock had been speaking. “—it’s a large order, a brimming bin, but sure to fly from the shelves as if sprouting wings.” He was the consummate merchant, persuasive, silver-tongued. He asked Lavender if she’d like a sample.

Lavender declined, trusting the high reputation of his merchandise. Her father, and mother before that, had been steady customers at Blacklock’s for years.

“I’ll take it all,” she told the shopkeeper.

“All of a small pouch, Miss Fitch?” The readied package open in his hand.

“No, Sir—the whole bin.”

We all need some light.

Her coin purse still held a portion of Robert Trout’s station market splurge. And soon she’d have the windfall from the royal visit, from her floral contract with the village. She too needed some light. Why not, for once, fling austerity to the winds? It felt like that kind of day; she’d set aside her mourning vestments and conversed with a worldly gentleman. She’d spent too much time, when not occupied in her garden, languishing on her parlour’s fainting sofa, in bouts of ennui over the floricultural season’s end. Darn a sock, boil an egg—was that all of life? Over the past months Arlo Snook had badgered her, in his gentle way, about her fainting-sofa habit, called her wistful as a wisteria, and tried to coax her back to life. “Vender, would you like to hunt for edible wild mushrooms with me?”—that sort of approach. Or fishing? Picking wild apples? He’d repeatedly urged her to rise from the fainting sofa. The boy was right; and this was her rising! Why wallow in gloom? The undertaker was paid. Belleville’s streets were festooned with bunting, and soon she’d receive a trove from the Quinte Decorating Committee. It meant cutting down the rest of her garden, a sorrow, but it also meant staying alive, and keeping a roof over their heads. Perhaps even being able to afford repairing that same roof.

Lavender had been immersed in some woolly, waking dream.

“Are you sure, Miss Fitch?” the shopkeeper prodded gently. “That’s a great deal of tea, considering it’s just you and the boy.”

“All of it—please, Sir,” she repeated.

Mr. Blacklock’s confounded look soon righted itself, as if a spinster buying enough tea for, possibly, the rest of her life was a perfectly common occurrence. He retrieved a large sack, scooped the entire shipment of tea into it, then bound it with string. Lavender bought a small packet of licorice as well. The tea packet was too large to fit into her market basket, but she devised a means of carrying it, the basket and her parasol.

Bearing the sack through the streets, past the tinsmith’s, the cobbler’s, the glazier’s, the blacksmith’s, the cooper’s, the lithographer’s and the grocer’s, Lavender taxed her mind, to justify the tea. Mrs. Clement Rose would be elated, there would be steaming pots for many visits. Headmistress Zilla Cordell at Cobourg Ladies’ Academy would enjoy receiving a small packet of it at Christmas. Miss Cordell took a keen interest in her students even after their time at the Academy. She mailed them yuletide cards, always with handwritten, cautionary wisdom, such as:

Remember, girls, remain true to yourselves. Don’t burn in the fire like the paper ballerina in Mr. Andersen’s “Steadfast Tin Soldier,” a tale masquerading as a love story when in reality promoting the continued subjugation of young ladies.

Fond as Lavender was of her teacher, she wished more than once that Miss Cordell could simply wish her a joyous Christmas.

On any ordinary day the large sack in Lavender’s arms might well have proved cumbersome, but not this day. The orange-scented bundle was comforting as a softly rolled blanket. More gratifying than the usual smell of horse leavings in those streets—streets that still pulsed with life of which Lavender was only residually aware, because her mind romped elsewhere, tallying what she’d discovered on that day’s outing:

Allegra Trout seemed to be a Miss;

Mr. Whitman might be a gardener, or botanist;

Robert Trout enjoyed riddles.

What else?

Allegra Trout had cast a spell over the village.

Robert Trout had spellbound Lavender, causing her to buy a vast quantity of tea. (He hadn’t caused it directly, but she felt sure their exchange spurred her impulsiveness.)

What else?

They all needed some light.

Only when she arrived back at her house on Pinnacle Street did Lavender realize she’d forgotten to buy oatmeal.





Four

The Prince of Wales did not arrive. More precisely, he and his retinue sailed near their shore; however, fear of mob violence incited by the Men of Orange dissuaded them from docking. The Village Crier called it most pitiable, the stricken faces of waiting spectators—farmers who’d ridden in wagons over the hard, rutted roads, bespangled young ladies, crying wee ones, and the many who’d taken great pains to decorate the streets.

The streets with their lampposts decked with wreaths and garlands crafted by Lavender’s hands. A whole season of her flowers now wilted, a most disconsolate sight, everyone lamented, on the ceremonial arches erected for the princely visit. The royal tour had continued on to a dance at the great hall in Cobourg instead.

Several days later, Mrs. Clement Rose, who’d also waited, in her finery, at the dock, reported to Lavender that everyone was beyond heartbroken over the royal disappointment. So many sobbing girls.

Odd how washouts, non-events, still altered one’s destiny. That dawn, the horse-drawn wagon sent by the decorating committee had stopped at Lavender’s front door, auspiciously punctual. She’d been groggily pleased, her hair a corona of tangles, for surely a spot-on arrival meant prompt payment. Exhausted from the floral harvest, she’d slumbered deeply. She and Arlo had toiled through most of the night. He’d held the lantern while Lavender fashioned the staggering volume of floriculture, bouquets, garlands, wreaths. The boy’s beamed light enabled her work; the toil had spent them both. Floral marathon of a lifetime. Season’s final harvest. It emptied Lavender’s garden. She’d miss it all terribly, every last lady’s glove, evening-scented stock, bladder cherries’ bright little orange orbs. Secateurs quaking in her hand, readied for the first cut, billhooks and string nearby, she’d taken one last look, breathed in the sweetness, then cut. The flowers’ screams stung her so deeply she’d asked Arlo to sing something, anything. He sang “The Old Oaken Bucket.” The boy’s fine voice only cracked once or twice. Then he warbled “Cape Ann,” then “Molly Bawn”—which brought tears to Lavender—then, to quash those tears, Arlo sang “Good King Wenceslas looked out, on the Bay of Quinte,” and clowned the lyrics, appointing himself her Page. The boy’s lark brought laughter, the most common species of magic.

They finished the voluminous harvest in night’s deepest pocket, then slept. Lavender, too worn out even to change into her nightgown, collapsed on the parlour’s fainting sofa. Too exhausted, even, to remove her boots. Crass, insistent thudding on the front door startled Lavender out of her strange dreams. Her limbs ached, her heart too. But floral sales meant a (leaking) roof over her head, and the boy’s.

She answered the door.

Three decorating committee members bore away the garlands and wreaths and bouquets. They seemed pleased. The spokesperson, a Mrs. Castree of singular austerity, explained that the floral wares would first be delivered to the royal celebration area; the wagon driver would then return to Lavender’s house and pay her. Lavender didn’t know why she couldn’t be paid at that very moment. On querying the severe lady, she was reminded of the written agreement. She might freshen her memory, Mrs. Castree said, by consulting the vendor’s copy, which stated payment after delivery to the royal site. Lavender could do nothing but wait, rest her bones, much fatigued, until the wagon driver came back with the money owed her.

Lavender boiled an egg, sorry she’d neglected to buy oatmeal. She ate the egg with sliced raw onions for their nutritive powers. Not a peep from Arlo Snook’s room. Wiping her plate, she wondered if Allegra Trout—with her reputation as a famed Spirit Medium—had been invited to meet the Prince of Wales, which meant Robert might be there too. Perhaps he, if she saw him again, could tell Lavender about the whole grand affair, for she herself was too worn out from the reaping, too weary to drag her bones through the streets to behold a prince. Mrs. Clement Rose would chide her about what folly to miss the opportunity of a lifetime. But Mrs. Rose hadn’t toiled all night, bent beneath a lantern beam, in the garden.

After the onions and egg, Lavender slept again. Later, there were knocks. The promised payment! When she opened the door, the wagon driver, a rogue she vaguely recognized from the market, bid her good afternoon. So that much time had passed, she’d slumbered that long. His countenance was grim. She looked past him; the day appeared fine, sky sonnet-blue. Why, then, was the rogue’s expression so dour?

“There be no prince, Miss Fitch,” he said.

Lavender couldn’t fathom his meaning, and pressed him. It was then she learned the retinue had sailed on due to the Orange scare. While most unfortunate for their village, she failed to see how this turn of events affected the present transaction.

“That’s a shame,” she told the man. “However, I will take my payment as arranged. I assume the garlands, bouquets and wreaths have been delivered?”

He shuffled his boots. “They’ve been delivered all right, and now droop down by the dock, and will soon be dead as them souls in St. Thomas’ churchyard.” In the manner of an afterthought, he reached into some recess in his vest and withdrew a roll of banknotes that struck Lavender as—undernourished.

She took the roll and counted. The sum was less than one-third of what had been contracted. Quizzically, she stared at the man. “This is much lower than what was agreed upon,” she charged.

He shrugged. “Mrs. Castree said I should keep a bit for my trouble. The delivery, I mean. The rest I guess you’d better take up with her, for I’ve no knowledge of it.”

An ache ripped across Lavender’s temples. “But this is not right, Sir. Did Mrs. Castree say nothing else?”

“Even so. She said this sum is a more than generous token for your pains. She advises you to consult your contract. ‘Study the fine print’—was her very words—‘and Miss Fitch will fathom the terms of her payment.’”

Several strands of Lavender’s hair curtained down over her eyes as she shook her head. Her trembling hand brushed back the errant hair. “I care not what the ‘fine print’ says,” she told the driver. “I have fulfilled my part of the bargain. Mrs. Castree has robbed me—and you, Sir, have robbed me.”

His leathery visage opened new cracks. A scowl. “A robber, you say? That’s quite a thing for a spinster to call a gentleman, Miss. I’d have expected more of you, daughter of the apothecary, God rest Mr. Fitch’s soul.”

Lavender was so vexed that the laces of her boots felt about to pop open. The man glowered. He dared her, she felt, to step closer to him, challenge him. She stepped nearer, disagreeable as it was to gaze squarely into his leech-like eyes.

“You—Sir—are no gentleman.”

He waved his hand in front of his face, a gesture of staving off a foul odour. “Ha—and you’re no lady, for no lady reeks like a whole—ugh—barrel of onions.”

Then, of all the impudence, he released a wad of chewed tobacco on her front stoop. Lavender hadn’t considered the social effects of her morning’s medicine. But this dastard deserved onions.

He stepped back from her. “It’s too balmy a day to tarry here and take insults from an odorous spinster,” he said. “Your money isn’t my affair and you’d best confer with Mrs. Castree or go higher, to the Sheriff or Board of Police—or”—then a scurrilous laugh—“the Prince of Wales his own self, though he’s now sailed away.” The rogue turned, leaving his slimy spittle pod on Lavender’s stoop, and crankily “gid-upped” his horse.

Lavender paced around her shorn garden. All that remained were some herbs. Thyme. Lemon balm for sympathy—much needed, now. Yarrow. Not even flowers enough left to place on her parents’ graves.

She went back inside her house, and sagged down at the kitchen table. She laid the flimsy roll of bills, flattened, like her hopes, before her. Counted them. The scanty sum wouldn’t get herself and the boy through the winter months. She’d longed for a new frock, but before that, roof repair. But now, neither.

Rescued by a prince? Claptrap, the stuff of fairy tales. Headmistress Cordell had been right. Stated with her usual teacherly vehemence: Young ladies, do not pin your hopes on a Prince! The era of the new woman dawned, she often asserted—time to burst the shackles of corsets, time for her students to gird themselves with knowledge, be more than decorative parlour entertainment.

Ladies, ready yourselves to make your own way, the headmistress had heralded, handing them their Mistress of Liberal Arts diplomas, rolled, ribboned, swiping a tear from her cheek, for your fortunes can change swiftly as weather out in the middle of Lake Ontario.

The house was eerily quiet. Arlo Snook slumbered on, poor tired lad. How vexed Lavender was, by the jilt, harvesting her garden for a pittance, placing all her floral eggs in one basket. Almost another month of sales at the train station market might have been hers if frost struck late, as it did some years. She tried to recall where she’d stowed the contract the offensive, thieving driver mentioned. Her domain was the garden; she’d always been a distracted housekeeper, but usually stuffed important papers inside a wicker basket on the armoire in the dining room.

Sure enough, the basket held the floral contract. She studied it:


Terms of Purchase of Floral Bouquets and Garlands from Miss Lavender Fitch (known hereafter as “The Contractee”) by the Quinte Decorating Committee (known hereafter as “The Q.D.C.”) for the visit of the Royal Prince of Wales in September, 1860. Dated 1 June in the Year of our Lord 1860; and signed by both parties.



All this was as Lavender recalled; reading it triggered recollection. At the paper’s bottom—


Should unforeseen circumstances prevent the Prince of Wales from visiting Belleville, this contract shall be rendered null and void and a small gratuity determined by the Q.D.C. shall be forthcoming to the Contractee.



Lavender’s own lumpy signature filled the space beside Contractee (she’d scored low in calligraphy in Cobourg). She crumpled the paper and tossed the balled words onto the braided rag rug. It seemed impossible that the prince’s visit had fallen flat, after all the proclamations and plans and trumpeting of an event that promised to outpace even Christmas.

She went back outside and tramped around the garden. All the lost flowers. Cut down for a “small gratuity.” Her desolate garden would make an apt subject for one of Mistress Tickell’s paintings. The eccentric artist might well title it The Great Floral Swindle. If her father still lived, he’d intervene on her behalf. Being an apothecary with no Orange sympathies and an upright citizen (except for his high-roller fiscal habits), he might have convinced the mayor of the contract’s injustice and had the situation rectified. But Lavender was alone, all her sweet garlands and bouquets dying down by the dock, and the lean, looming months ahead. Flowers would rise again, yes, just as Miss Edgarton wrote in her book, but a whole winter must first pass.

Lavender sat on the large, mossed rock at the garden’s far edge. She might prevail upon Mrs. Rose and her husband for help, a loan, but that would be a last resort, for it would open the floodgates of the marriage topic, bring suitors—Mrs. Rose would dig under boulders to find them, if necessity demanded it—to Lavender’s door. The last marital candidate, Lavender recalled, had the face of a Newfoundland dog, the one before that a Laconian hound. She’d plodded through their prattle. Doggedly. Slogged through their bids at serious subjects, which were worse: neither envisioned a wife who “grubbed in the dirt” or “pedalled her wares at the train station”—which is how they’d referred to her floriculture. Neither brought her a flower.

Then there was the vast quantity of tea she’d bought from Mr. Blacklock. That would have to go back; at least she’d recover the cost of it. Use the refunded proceeds for oatmeal. In front of the tea shop, her repartee with Robert Trout, in his stovepipe hat, holding forth about serendipity, light, had dislodged her common sense, made her positively giddy.

Now she only had a ruined garden.

Back in the house, she washed her face with distracted haste, then pulled on her straw bonnet and left a note she scribbled for Arlo Snook on the kitchen table: Gone to patch blunder, back soon, L. She took the large packet of tea and set out, bracing herself for the desolate sight of all her flowers wilting throughout the village, releasing their last scented breaths.





Five

Mr. Blacklock refused to take back the tea. He jabbed his thumb at a large, printed sign above the cash register—surely Miss Fitch was aware of it? It had been displayed there for years—Absolutely No Refunds. No Exceptions.

As Lavender trudged with the tea back to her house, more of Headmistress Cordell’s wisdom clattered through her mind: Young Ladies, keep your heads; an instant’s frivolity can overturn your life. While Lavender held her teacher in high esteem, she wondered, not noticing a clod of horse leavings and stepping in it, why a little pleasure must come at such great cost. An instant of abandon, and now her outlandish purchase imperilled her future. What a house of cards.

Back on Pinnacle Street, she cleaned off her dung-clotted boots and set them outside the kitchen door.

Arlo Snook had risen at last. Still sleepy-eyed, he cracked a boiled egg at the table. Lavender had stopped taking the Intelligencer, to save money, so even if the newspaper had printed a special bulletin about the royal fiasco, the boy likely didn’t know about it. She boiled some water for chicory root coffee, sipped it, sat across from him and told him about the floral payment’s shortfall.

The boy cringed in sympathy on hearing the sum paid to Lavender. “That settles it,” he said. “I’ll look for work again today. I’ll sally forth right after I eat this egg.”

She couldn’t find any reason to dissuade him. They needed the money—badly, now. So much of their livelihood over the coming months had depended upon the payment from the royal visit. Lavender clasped Arlo around the shoulders in a bearish hug, then wished him luck. As he limped away, the sight of him nearly broke her heart.

The boy set a good example. She should do something too; moping wouldn’t remedy a thing. Neither would alarmed conjectures about what could happen if she lost her house, her garden. Lavender already knew, in any case: women who plummeted into penury ended up begging down in the Sawdust Flats. Some were charged with vagrancy. Or the townspeople might turn against her; one minute she’s the flower girl, the apothecary’s daughter, the accomplished harpist’s girl, keeper of the fabled garden on Pinnacle Street, with its plant medicines—until she’s not. Lavender had read in the Academy’s library of a seventeenth-century woman skilled, like herself, with knowledge of certain herbs, who was executed on charges of witchcraft because she carried yarrow. Her executioners were convinced that the plant was linked to dark divinations, the devil, when in fact, according to lore, Achillea millefolium was often used to repel evil. If homeless, how quickly would Lavender tilt from flower girl to witchy menace. And if they locked her in prison, who’d care for Arlo Snook?

The prospect of posting her house for sale was untenable. She might live from its proceeds for a time, but where? And then what? This approach simply delayed the inevitable. As far as Lavender was concerned, having no garden would be the end of everything for her. She might as well drink hemlock.

And the other “solution,” Mrs. Rose’s badgering marital remedy? It too proved unsupportable; Lavender would marry no Newfoundland dog, no Laconian hound. Better to leap, her pockets laden with rocks, into the Moira River. But she couldn’t do that to Arlo.

Now more than ever, she had to find her mother’s gift. The overflowing laundry basket hulked accusingly across the room. Washing could wait. Lavender turned her back on it. In the parlour, she stroked the harp’s graceful curve, and recalled how her mother had loved her rambles along the Moira River and in the surrounding woods, toting little Lavender on her back in a sturdy hand-sewn haversack with leg vents. People had laughed at it, but Amaryllis didn’t care. Besides, she couldn’t convey her child along uneven, wooded terrain in a wheeled basket. Later, Lavender trundled along at her side, and often her mother would stop and point out some wild woodland plant or flower. Her mother’s curious habits burst into full bloom out in the woods, too. There were a few special trees she liked to visit—one in particular, a soaring, robust oak. Amaryllis wrote little verses to the oak, and she’d tuck them in a cavity in the trunk. “A present for the tree,” she’d say, smiling.

Was it even possible? Wouldn’t money stashed in the trunk of a tree simply, after eighteen years, decompose? Or perhaps someone discovered it. What if the oak had fallen in a windstorm, or was splintered by lightning, dislodging any trove recessed within? It went against all reason that Amaryllis Fitch had chosen a spot in the wilds to use as a bank depository. But then, as Mrs. Clement Rose had remarked more than once, though with kindness, “Your mother was a different flavour of cake, Lavie. Lovely, but a little fey, if I may say.”

Lavender left the house. Her biscuit-hued work dress was the only clean one, so she wore it. If nothing else, the nature trek might clear her mind, the fresh air could promote a new design for how to carry forward in her life. Anything was better than pining away on the fainting sofa. She took a willow basket, to gather wild apples or late berries. It pained her to walk past all her wilting flowers in the village’s core. Dashing away a tear, she carried on, fixing her mind on her walk and the quest for the hidden money. If only Amaryllis Fitch could see Belleville now. The sawdust sidewalks were planked, skirts no longer dragged through the mud. And other innovations were in the works: a new town hall was to be built of red brick and limestone, there would be a clock tower lit by a gas burner. Another bridge would link one shore of the Moira River with the other. Everywhere, talk buzzed about the metropolitan glamour of the Hastings region, which many called “a Titan of commerce.” There were all sorts of burgeoning enterprises. Lavender passed the telegraph office, the perfumery, lithographer and engraver, the tin and stamping works. Hurrying by the Men of Orange’s Lodge, she felt the air suddenly cool. Their intolerance had ruined the royal visit, and her floral payment, pushing her closer to the poorhouse.

A sudden wind lolloped the streets. It loosed sales bills and broadside sheets from their display boards. Papers swirled around, people dodged to avoid them. The soaring papers seemed destined in particular for Lavender; they beat like dazed birds against her dress. She swatted back flurried words selling grain crushers, horse rakes, soap and candles, leather, dogcarts and rubber-topped buggies. Was the whole world for sale? Royal Union flags slapped about on the lampposts, still there, no doubt, from the catastrophic royal visit that never happened. If at that moment Robert Trout roamed the streets with his book, the gusts might rip out its pages and scatter and swirl Mr. Whitman’s words like autumn leaves. What would Robert make of their capricious weather?

She herself was so thin she almost toppled over, and had to cling briefly to a lantern post to steady herself.

Shifting course, the wind now at Lavender’s back propelled her beyond the streets, into the thickening trees where the river purled along. Like her mother, Lavender admired the Moira, how it looped and spindled on its course through country of variant moods, a twisting, watery carpet of some sixty miles, spawning offspring creeks dizzy with leaping fish along its restless journey, at last funnelling down through fertile lowlands of lush silt to a narrow mouth.

In the woods, Lavender tore some wizened cranberries from their branches. Her tongue soured, but the berries quelled her hunger—briefly. Flies fizzed over fallen apples. She chose a few apples and rolled them into her basket. The spice of wild asters reached her, along with the season’s first sodden leaves. Then the smell of cut timber from the sawmill suffused the air, followed by the bready, fungal breeze from Corby’s Distillery. The airborne essence of whiskey reminded her of her father’s apothecary shop, with its dizzying array of smells: antiseptic, resinous, ammonia-like, musky, vinegary, salty, burnt-ropey, scorched-sugary, woodsy, the sleepy heaviness of mashed grains, distilled essences, oils, alkaloids, aromatics, arid, antique petals, kegs of kerosene, vials of perfume and so much more. And those scents didn’t even include what might emanate from the shelf in the shop’s rear marked Dangerous Substances/Poison, which her father forbade her from going near, ever. (On days when her mother taught harp lessons, Lavender’s father took her with him to his shop, where she loved to play “cooking,” mashing childlike concoctions salvaged from the shop’s discard bin. As an only child, her playmate was her own imagination. “Here, drink this, Papa—it will make you feel better,” she’d beam at her father, holding one of her “recipes” out as an offering to him.)

She hiked along for a while, thinking how remarkable it was that so much memory dwelt within one’s nostrils. Overhead, she heard ducks’ thin, clucking noises. She found the grand, robust oak that her mother admired so much. At least malnutrition hadn’t marred Lavender’s powers of recall. Her mother’s image wavered there, like old glass, beside its stalwart trunk. She held her breath, and hoped, and prayed, as her hand grabbled about inside the deep cavity of the trunk, probing it. Then she drew her hand back out, empty.

She sighed.

The river curdled along unknowingly. Lavender’s hypothesis had proven worthless. She turned away from the oak. The wellington boots with their wadded sheep lining grew heavy, and she came upon a large, ancient rock and rested there, surveying the river. Dismayed by her futile search—fruitless except for the wild apples in her willow basket—she wiped one of the apples on her skirt, bit into it and sat on the rock, chewing. The woods brought a little consolation. Lavender listened to the Moira River’s burble and rush until the light shifted, and the distant clock chimed an hour later in the afternoon than Lavender might have guessed. She rose from her rock.

She turned back towards home. At least she had apples. She’d stew them for herself and the boy. A supper of stewed wild apples. The wellingtons felt even more like iron clods now, and her feet dragged. She tripped over a root, and tumbled to the earth.

LAVENDER HAD KNOCKED herself senseless—for how long? The light tilted. Likely only a few ticks and tocks, but enough for shadows to stretch. Rough, jagged ridges of roots spoked along the ground around her. Her cheek burnt. Groaning, she pulled herself into a sitting position, and touched her cheek. Blood dripped down her finger. She’d cut her face open. Curse it, she never had a handkerchief. She scrabbled her hand along the earth and seized on a fallen leaf to use as a handkerchief. An ache ripped through her pelvis, too—caused by her fall, perhaps, or maybe a strain from harvesting her garden for the royal visit, and her spill just now exacerbated it.

She’d trekked to the woods on the long odds of finding money in a tree trunk, and had only cut open her head and inflicted some injury below her waist. When she touched the leaf to her cheekbone, it came away reddened, wet. Though Lavender’s father had been an apothecary, not a full-fledged doctor, she didn’t require either to tell her she needed disinfecting, mending. Her willow basket, the apples flown from it, lay toppled a few yards away. Lavender pushed herself to her feet and picked it up. Too stunned from her fall to gather the apples, she took a few unsteady steps.

Sewing wasn’t Lavender’s strong suit, though she’d improved—making the sachets to sell had honed her skill—but she doubted she could sew her own face. She only hoped Dr. Minyard was still in his office, with enough time to stitch her back together. She hadn’t the slightest idea how she’d pay him, but as an old family friend, he might accept a verbal assurance. Sigh. More debt.

Lavender’s first few steps were crooked. Luckily, there was no one to see. She spotted a fox’s ruddy flash before it disappeared. The leaf she’d used to soak up blood quickly became of little use. She dropped it, and used the sleeve of her dress. Crimson glared against the dress’s biscuit shade. At least she hadn’t worn her mother’s lovely frock.

People gaped as she tripped along towards the doctor’s office, looking, surely, as though she’d been in a brawl. The empty basket knocked against her hip. No one asked what happened to her, or offered assistance; they only stared dumbly, as if a bloody-faced spinster wasn’t that unusual a sight. Some people veered away, averse. And really, what could they do? (Though the driver of a wagon or carriage might have offered her a ride.)

The torso pain stabbed her so intensely, she buckled over for a few seconds. Then righted herself.

Reeling around the final corner before reaching Dr. Minyard’s office, she careened into someone also rounding the corner from the other direction.

Robert Trout.

It was quite the collision, and almost knocked his hat from his head. He stepped back, apologizing, before he recognized her.

Lavender stood, shaky, stunned, unable to utter even one word.

His alarm mounted visibly. Touching her arm lightly, as if to steady her, he said, “Dear God, Miss Fitch—your face bleeds with conviction. What happened? Did someone strike you?”

Lavender rested her palm against the building’s brick to steady herself. “No, no,” she replied. “I was walking in the woods, and tripped over a root. I doubt the injury is as terrible as it looks, though my face shocked some people just now, so much so that they turned away in revulsion.”

“I know that feeling all too well,” Robert said.

“I must hurry, Mr. Trout. My face needs medical attention.”

“Let me walk you to the doctor’s office, then. I know where it is; I’ve seen the sign. I’ll escort you to ensure your safe arrival there.”

“No, no, I don’t want to trouble you. I can manage. Besides, it’s right around the corner.”

But Robert wouldn’t hear of it. He grasped her bloody sleeve in a firm yet gentle way, and escorted her. Upon their arrival at the office, he hoped that Lavender would soon be on the mend. He’d read some restorative passages of poetry, he added, and keep her fast in his thoughts. He’d also bid Allegra pray to the Spirits to send down some healing light.

DR. MINYARD WAS more shocked by Lavender’s wasted state than by her gashed cheek. He hadn’t seen her in months. The waiting room was full; it even held a hen, clucking on a woman’s knee, no doubt meant in lieu of payment. The doctor scanned those who waited. None seemed about to expire, he’d detected neither apoplexy nor watery brain, he said, no one groaned or raved, and the chicken appeared hale—he’d send it home, intact, its feathers unruffled. It was poultry’s lucky day, he told the lady on whose lap it perched; he’d reached his threshold of chicken-stew dinners. Hearing this, those waiting guffawed, and laughter proved a useful tonic.

Lavender stood there, still staunching her injury with her sleeve. Even in her wrecked state, affection for her father’s old friend coursed through her. The doctor’s hair had sprouted grey quills, his midriff had expanded, time had piled onto his face, but he hadn’t lost any of his genial loquaciousness. Varn Minyard had always loved to talk. So, after his scan of the waiting room, after his poultry quip, after Lavender, daughter of his dear late friend, entered his office, bloody and dishevelled, he begged the indulgence of those waiting, whether he might attend to her first. Sympathy’s bonds proved stronger in the medical office than out in the streets. Of course, of course, let the bleeding apothecary’s girl go ahead, they said.

The doctor hurried Lavender into his examination room. She told him she’d left her coin purse at home, so payment for treatment would be delayed. Scuffling a laugh, Varn Minyard diagnosed her as “a silly lass,” adding, “Do you think Hippocrates conducted his care with a balance sheet in front of him?”

He cleaned and sutured Lavender’s facial wound, assuring her that, despite what it looked like now and how it would for several days resemble one of Mistress Tickell’s painted canvases, she’d very likely be left with virtually no scar. Placing a bandage over the injury, he waxed nostalgic about having delivered Lavender into the world twenty-eight years earlier, then reminisced about her mother’s “angelic harp performances in the garden,” then “dear old Roscoe’s death over a year ago already.” The new apothecary, Varn Minyard groused, was bland as custard, cold as fish on an iceberg, and had little inclination to collaborate with Belleville’s one medic—him. Patients spoke of how the new druggist even disparaged some of Dr. Minyard’s prescriptions, supplanting them with his own. Making sure the bandage was affixed properly, he declared himself too advanced in years for a drug war, and in any case, he couldn’t imagine this new fellow staying in Belleville long; incompatibility was writ everywhere. Then the doctor apologized to Lavender for his neglect of her over the past months. He said he should have visited the house on Pinnacle Street, to see how she and the boy fared. But after a day tending to his patients, both in his office and on house calls, he was often bone-weary. Also, he had the only microscope in Belleville, and the demand for its objective lens ran him off his feet.

Lavender said she understood he was occupied.

Dr. Minyard worried that she’d suffered a concussion. He advised her to rest, avoid bright lights, eat protein, eggs, fish, meat; this would aid her recovery and mitigate her wasted condition. She was anemic, in all likelihood. He remarked again on how much weight she’d lost. And directed her to send the orphan boy immediately if she experienced headaches, impaired vision or confusion. He also advised her to avoid garden work.

“That’s easy enough, Doctor. My garden is done for the season, the princely fiasco finished it off.”

“Yes. Sad affair, that.” He then asked if she’d suffered other injuries from her fall.

Lavender mentioned the pelvic pain. This concerned him, and because no one in his waiting room required emergency care, he decided to investigate the issue. It might be related to the weight loss, the doctor mused.

She immediately regretted telling him. She longed to take her empty basket and go home, rest. She protested (weakly); the pain wasn’t so very bad. But he insisted. Soon enough she was horizontal on the oaken examination table. Varn Minyard was like an uncle to Lavender; he’d bounced her on his knee when she was a little girl, and always sent gifts at Christmas. Until that day she’d only seen him for minor ailments—a childish scratch here, light bout of influenza there. She now felt awkward in the extreme, having him, in his capacity as a doctor, probe, with the device resembling a cold duck’s beak, her southern orchard. He was nothing if not thorough. Afterwards, he took a sample to scrutinize under his microscope.

He asked Lavender if she could in any way account for her weight loss. Too proud to reveal that her father’s settlement had gone to pay debts—the doctor was either unaware of the full, severe extent of it or deemed it a subject too delicate to broach—she ventured that the nutritional energy she took in was expended during floricultural work. She’d been wielding the spade, harvesting for the ill-fated royal visit, cultivating the beds, ripping away dead growth. Regular garden work, the demands of the season.

After the examination, Dr. Minyard retreated to a chamber annexed to his examination room. It was where he kept the microscope, Lavender supposed, her nerves fraying more fully each minute she awaited a diagnosis. His office was rife with taxidermy—the dreary stag head with its hopeless marble eyes; a ponderous-toothed beaver frozen on a shelf; some creature larger than a squirrel though not a squirrel, posed, arrested in mid-skitter, atop a medical display case. These animal trophies felled, no doubt, on hunting excursions he’d gone on with Lavender’s father (one of which had resulted in Arlo Snook’s lameness). There was also a human skeleton, upheld in a standing posture by a wooden contraption, and similar in height to her.

She waited.

The place where her face had struck the tree root hurt.

She caught her reflection in a mirror across the room. With the bandage, she looked as if someone had thrown a snowball at her face and it stuck there. Her dress was splotched with blood, which, after so much time, likely wouldn’t scrub out.

Dr. Minyard emerged from his microscope room at last. Lavender could tell by the doctor’s protracted sighs and the defeated way he removed his monocle and set it down on his desk that he was unable to diagnose her bodily pain. Picking up a paperweight shaped like an acorn and rolling it in his palm, as if it somehow promoted thought, he said: “Your lady-malady quite eludes me, Lavender.” He ruled out summer complaint; summer was all but over, after all. No sign of hysteria. Melancholy, perhaps, caused by her father’s death. “Ah, poor Roscoe, how I miss him, how the lack of his company grieves me,” the doctor lamented, setting down the acorn and seizing the monocle, which he turned in his fingers. Iron deficiency, perhaps. He prescribed molasses, but if the pelvic discomfort or bodily wasting persisted, Lavender should return, though he cautioned that, unlike some doctors, he didn’t toss his patients laudanum like seeds flung into the four winds. Dr. Minyard suggested that Lavender, an apothecary’s daughter, might know a few remedies for feminine maladies? She recited them: Blood bitters. Digitalis in a teaspoon of glycerine. Raw gum camphor. Orrigawin oil. Hemlock oil. Oil of Gladness. Two ounces tincture of rhubarb, one-half essence of anise, one-half prepared chalk, dash of peppermint, a little water.

“Good,” the doctor said. “And to speed the healing of your facial wound?”

“Yarrow.” She smiled, despite her discomfort.

Varn Minyard grinned back. “Yes. Just like Achilles on the battlefield.”

Lavender reminded the doctor about having left her coin purse at home.

He shooed the reminder away, and socketed his monocle back in place.

She was fully aware of his crowded waiting room, but she had to ask and could envision no more opportune moment. “Dr. Minyard, you spent much time with my mother, ministering to her in her dying hours.”

He nodded. Sadly.

“Did she ever mention anything about a gift she left for me—a sum of money?”

The doctor raked his fingers through his hair, as if that promoted clarity of mind. “Eighteen years is a span, to be sure, for this aging brain of mine, Lavender. And your mother’s lucidity declined in her final hours—it agonized me to witness. Yes, she said some things. She loved your father deeply, but his taste for finery and financial speculation worried her. She’d confided this to me even before her illness, mentioning, too, some contingency reserves to provide for you. She was adamant on this subject. Near the end she said she wouldn’t rest peacefully in the place beyond if you suffered privation.”

He paused, hair-raked more before continuing. “She’d always placed a hat or crockery bowl at the entrance of your garden, when she played her harp concerts there, or at the parlour doorway, when she performed in your house or the homes of others. Donations to the hat or bowl were optional; your mother believed music should be free and accessible to all and sundry. But I saw people feed the hat, fill the bowl. They loved her concerts, and were grateful for the entertainment. It wouldn’t surprise me if the donations over the years added up to a substantial sum. Then there were the music lessons she taught, which was another source of income.”

Lavender’s torn cheek throbbed. “Did she tell you, Doctor, by any chance, where she left these—reserves?”

Varn Minyard crimped his face in concentration. “No, she didn’t. But your mother was highly imaginative, a true artistic soul, so I wouldn’t rule anything out.”

They sat, silent, for a few ticks of the clock. Suddenly, the doctor recalled something more. “She didn’t give her concert earnings to your father—that just came to me—for despite her affection for Roscoe, she couldn’t be sure the money she’d intended for you, left to him for safekeeping, wouldn’t evaporate given his—predilections.”

Cacophony from the waiting room—coughing.

“I’ve taken too much of your time, Dr. Minyard,” Lavender said. “Thank you for sewing me back together—and telling me what you recall of my mother’s last words.”

“If only you could send her a telegraph, Lavender, asking where she hid the gift meant for you. Now remember, rest. Yarrow on your cheekbone. Apprise me of any worsening of the pelvic issue.”

She left the doctor’s office. Almost forgetting her basket, her empty basket.

ARLO SNOOK WAS home. Greeting Lavender, too, was the savoury smell of fish frying in herbs. As she set her basket down in the foyer, the boy’s bright whistling reached her.

“Hey O, in here, Vender!” he called out (though his whereabouts were fairly obvious).

She suddenly realized how hungry she was, stepped unsteadily into the kitchen. Seeing her bandaged face, Arlo almost dropped the spatula. His eyes flared with alarm. “You’re hurt. And you have blood on your dress,” he moaned.

Lavender relayed her mishap in the woods, and the boy flew into action. He brewed her a cup of peppermint tea and scrounged for a biscuit in the pantry. She sank into her chair at the kitchen table and told Arlo, again, she’d be fine—she’d just needed a little patchwork from the doctor.

He moved the pan away from the heat so he could converse without distraction. The fish smelled quite done in any case.

“I caught a fish,” Arlo said brightly.

Lavender touched her fingers lightly to her bandaged cheekbone. “I see that. And smell it. And hallelujah! Dr. Minyard just prescribed more protein in my diet. Yours too, I imagine—you’re a growing boy.” She bit into the biscuit Arlo placed before her.

He beamed. “I have news, Vender.”

She drank the mint tea, grateful sips. “Besides this wonderful fish supper we’re about to gobble?”

He nodded. “I found work. Finally. Down at the Stables. They’ll give me a chance, at least. This means I can help with household costs now. Earn my keep. Doesn’t pay much, but even a bit will help, I figure—especially after the royal mess that finished your garden.”

Not to mention the large bag of tea that Mr. Blacklock wouldn’t refund. Lavender glanced over at it, hulking on the dry sink.

She’d have happily raised her teacup in a toast to Arlo for being hired anywhere but the Stables, a notorious hub for ruffians and skulduggery. His exposure to a squalid place like that concerned her, and she spoke her mind on the topic.

The boy’s face—which, she noticed for the first time, was fuzzed around the chin—shadowed. She’d deflated his victory. But she couldn’t let the hazards of that dubious, horsey world and the unsavoury types it attracted pass in silence.

Arlo served the fish. Wordlessly.

“Promise me you’ll be careful down there,” Lavender said.

The boy promised.

Fried in pungent herbs left in the garden, the fish dinner uplifted them, though the set-to over the Stables didn’t dissipate entirely, but hovered in the air like some nascent ghost of discord.

At least the mint tea soothed her sore bones and lower aches. Where would they be without mint?

Arlo cleared away the dishes and scoured the frying pan. Sometimes, after supper, he played his concertina. Lavender hoped he might take pity on her injured face and entertain her to divert her mind from it. But the boy had to be at the Stables very early the next morning, he said, and retired to his room for the night.

Lavender changed into her nightgown, and scrubbed at the blood on her dress. Why hadn’t she taken it off the moment she arrived home? Distracted, she supposed, by supper’s enticing aroma. She tried vinegar, baking soda, salt water, but the ruddy stains had set. Then she applied yarrow to her facial wound. She kept a few stems in a crockery jug on the kitchen windowsill; the plant proved a reassuring presence.

As Lavender climbed into bed, a night rain began. She’d always taken pleasure in rain’s patter on the roof—until it leaked. Arlo would, she hoped, remember to empty the bucket before he left for work in the morning. She drifted. Then tossed. So much had transpired that day that, despite her weariness, sleep eluded her. She mused again over how much Dr. Minyard had aged in the past months. Then his words struck her anew, those spoken just before Lavender left his office, about her mother: “If only you could send her a telegraph, asking where she hid the gift meant for you.”

If only.

Wait. If she couldn’t contact her mother, perhaps one skilled in communing with departed kindred could—someone like a Spirit Medium. For one thing, they had the right equipment. The Spirits sometimes spoke in whispers, Lavender had read, requiring the amplification of a special conical horn to hear them. Or a dedicated slate, to record their words. Given Allegra Trout’s fame as a medium, she surely had these devices. If she could summon Lavender’s mother’s spirit, perhaps the nest egg’s location might be unlocked, and the gift delivered. How that gift, however humble or ample its sum, would improve their lives, hers and the boy’s. What light it would bring! And, as Robert Trout said, we all need some light.





Six

Daybreak scattered its pastille patterns across Lavender’s quilt. The house was quiet. She took a minute to piece things together. While asleep, she’d journeyed to some distant meridian where the air was restorative and scraps of dresses she’d worn as a child, ones her mother had sewn, adorned the trees like leaves. The dream had warped her sense of time. Pieces of real life returned. Arlo Snook found work. The Stables. He must already be gone. Which explained the hush all around. She touched the bandage on her face, which threaded back to the theory that her mother had stuffed money in the cleft of an oak tree. That prospect now seemed further than any dog could fetch; but she recalled Dr. Minyard’s words: “I wouldn’t rule anything out.” Even before his sage advice, her instinct had been to chase every possibility. More of the puzzle resolved—the doctor’s offhand remark about telegraphing her mother. Then Lavender’s own crowning tile locked perfectly in place: the cosmos had delivered, practically to the step of her door on Pinnacle Street, a way to contact her mother, a mystical method.

But the trouble, and a serious thorn, was that Lavender found Allegra Trout very intimidating. There was her worldliness, her fame. The way she wielded her frightening beauty, and style, like a weapon. The thought of those knife-point boots alone made Lavender quiver. The Oracle was also a stern, exacting boss; Robert leapt, cowed, to her beck and call. Lavender had witnessed it from the start, at the train station. The nearest approximation to any lady so fierce had been Lavender’s Headmistress Cordell, whose zeal for equality of the sexes was tempered by an abiding fondness for her students regardless of which road they chose in life; Miss Cordell held to her convictions, but her bark eclipsed her bite. Mrs. Clement Rose, with her marital hectoring, was more like a mosquito whining in Lavender’s ear; the old tutor didn’t scare her.

The truth was, Allegra Trout frighted Lavender’s bloomers very nearly from her body. But what was fear if it resulted in even a clue, from beyond, about the nest egg’s location? Not to mention the sheer, profound joy of knowing her mother was out there, just beyond the outer layer, the planet’s thin air, and not forever lost to Lavender. How much easier it would be to face whatever hardships life hurled her way. No, the oracular nettle must be grasped.

This was no time to turn shrinking violet. Lavender rose, gingerly, for she still hurt from falling in the woods. A dull ache throbbed, too, across her cheek. She tiptoed into her mother’s bedroom, where there was always a damp chill. The boy had forgotten to empty the leak bucket, so she ferried it downstairs and dumped it outside, then collected an egg from the potting-shed hen.

Back in the kitchen, she dared to look in the mirror. She peeled away the bandage. Her stitched cheek rainbowed bluish red but had begun to heal. How different for Robert Trout, whose handsome face would never mend. The parcel of tea bulged on the dry sink. Lavender was stuck with it, and saw no reason why she shouldn’t sample it. Some embers remained from Arlo’s early breakfast, so she roused the stove back to life to boil water in the kettle for tea and in a pot for the egg.

Mr. Blacklock hadn’t undersold the tea’s quality. After letting it steep, Lavender enjoyed its earthy, full-bodied depth, its citrus whisper; it was truly fine.

The tea stirred strength. The egg, too. Lavender refused to let her face’s off-putting appearance delay her plan: to prevail upon Allegra Trout for a sitting in which to contact the spirit of Amaryllis Fitch about the hidden gift. What her mother had told the doctor distressed Lavender, too, that her maternal spirit wouldn’t rest if her daughter suffered privation.

Lavender palmed her ribs through her nightgown. Feeling one’s own ribs brought further resolve. But first she had to find Allegra. The medium had been out and about the day those ladies besieged her for autographs, the same day Robert had conversed with Lavender in front of the tea shop. But other than that, Allegra Trout proved aloof—for good reason, likely; too much exposure might dilute her mystical aura. She needed to stay set apart, above the daily surface of life. Perhaps, too, her work demanded meditative quiet, and the village’s rabble hindered this. Perhaps fame’s rigours wearied her as well, necessitating seclusion. It was also possible that Allegra Trout simply preferred the company of the dead.

The medium’s “ancillary divinations,” Lavender recalled, were carried out at the train station. She’d look there first. Then the graveyard. Somehow, she doubted that a clue to the nest egg’s location lived in the bottom of a teacup, or in tarot arcana, but she was hardly in a position to be skeptical. And her doctor had advised against ruling anything out. He’d also prescribed rest—easier said than done.

Lavender had little money for such frills as tasseography or tarot, due to Mr. Blacklock’s intransigence, and no idea how much Allegra Trout charged for a reading of tarot or tea leaves. All she could do was inquire the cost and try to eke it out of her meagre coin purse.

Her face might be a mess, but that didn’t mean she had to look shabby when she met the resplendent medium. Lavender decided to borrow again from her mother’s wardrobe. She returned the leak bucket to the upstairs bedroom, then gently thumbed through the frocks on their hooks. The room exuded its usual loneliness—which possessed, Lavender had long believed, its own distinct smell, a mustiness, like dried rue left in rain, something vaguely menthol, pine, and the acrid victories of moths.

She chose a cream-coloured day dress with gigot sleeves, excessive, like wings, but they might detract from her face. The sleeves probably once had buckram supports, but she found none in her mother’s chiffonier. Let them flop about. Before tiptoeing from the room, the massive-sleeved dress over her arm, Lavender glanced at the portrait of Hildegard of Bingen, dressed in her habit, reading a book. Her ancient eyes, fixed on the page she read, blinked—a trick of the light, of course, the linden tree outside the bedroom window swatted about by gusts off Quinte Bay. Also, no doubt, a side effect of Lavender’s hunger, for a boiled egg and cup of tea weren’t really enough breakfast. Her stomach protested loudly as she hurried with the frock to her own bedroom.

After dressing, Lavender realized, going back downstairs, that she had a form of currency that might interest Allegra Trout. Didn’t one skilled in reading tea leaves need tea? One thing Lavender had in abundance was tea. Delighted by her scheme, she spooned enough of the special tea to fill a small packet. Whoever designed the outlandish dress also had a practical streak; they’d included a pocket, and Lavender placed the tea inside it. She donned her worn boots, and bonnet. One more mirrored glance: her face looked trampled, but there was no help for it. Perhaps pity would soften the Oracle’s heart. Pity and tea.

When Lavender opened her front door to depart, she nearly stepped on something on the stoop—a fresh bouquet, bound with string. She seized it, studied it. How pretty the assortment, the artfully placed fern, hawthorn and scented stock, a lovely shade of light purple, in bloom quite late in the season, almost as if some magic preserved it. She gently fingered the ferns’ green fronds for a note, but found none.

Who’d left such sweetness on her doorstep? Urgent as it was to seek the Spirit Medium, this unexpected gift charmed Lavender, and sore as her limbs still were from toppling over the root in the woods, she moved lightly, easily, under the floral spell, back into the kitchen. She placed the bouquet in water, in her best porcelain vase painted with a soft landscape, perennial summer. Setting the arrangement on the parlour’s mantel, she took a minute to study its meaning, discern its coded messages:

Fern: Sincerity

Hawthorn: Hope

Stock (also known as gillyflower): You are beautiful to me.

What volumes they spoke, these stems! Only someone with knowledge of floriography could have assembled this medley of comfort—and the latter message was especially appreciated, given her bruised and sutured face. She felt far from beautiful. The bouquet was surely meant to cheer her. Lavender thought of those who’d scurried past her yesterday while she bled on the street; none had engaged, only fled in the opposite direction. Besides Dr. Minyard and Robert Trout, the only person who’d seen her wound was Arlo Snook. The boy had often dipped into her mother’s books on the meanings of flowers. How thoughtful of him, how early he must have risen, to gather these beauties before going to the Stables. That is, if the boy had, in fact, left the flowers.

ALLEGRA TROUT WASN’T at the train station market. So, Lavender walked back towards the village’s core, bound for St. Thomas’ churchyard. Perhaps the medium honed her craft there, among the stones. The day’s first promising rays had dimmed, and wind bucked through the streets. Autumn on Quinte’s shores was changeable that way. The day had turned gloomy. Ghost weather, sprung from nowhere. It looked, too, as if rain might return. If only the royal fiasco hadn’t cleaned out Lavender’s garden, she’d have gathered some flowers to place on her parents’ graves. She plucked two goldenrod stems from a rogue patch beside a harness shop, then proceeded past the agency for organs and pianos, the taxidermist’s and the stonecutter’s establishment. Again she thought of how her mother would marvel at all these new enterprises.

As Lavender passed through the gates of St. Thomas’ churchyard, a jay caterwauled. The trees blued to a sombre hue, and the various shrubs, cedars, yews, holly flanking the larger monuments—the soaring angels and Celtic crosses—had thickened since Lavender’s last visit to her parents’ graves, which she realized, abashed, had been months earlier. She passed an angel with a chipped wing tip, a cherub missing a nose. Her mother’s stone had weathered too; lichen clung to its numerals. Around her father’s grave the earth remained rucked, from his more recent interment.

Lavender laid a stem of goldenrod on each parental grave. Goldenrod, plant of comfort, curative, good fortune; perhaps it boded well in the quest to contact her mother. She stroked her mother’s gravestone. “Ah, Mother, if only you could tell me. I’m so grateful for your gift—if only I knew its hiding place.”

A twig snapped. Lavender looked up and, across the churchyard, saw the distinct figure of Allegra Trout. The goldenrod had augured well. The famed medium simply stood there, almost like a monument herself, seemingly unaware of anyone else’s presence. She was formidable, but this was Lavender’s likeliest portal to her mother’s spirit, a clue to the nest egg. Lavender wasn’t sure how to initiate an exchange with someone who hovered so close to the dead as a medium surely did. Was there an etiquette? Protocol? Knowing none, an opportune knot of nervousness lodged in Lavender’s throat, and she rumbled it clear.

It worked. Allegra Trout wheeled around. She wore those terrifying pointed boots, the same long black coat as the day she signed autographs. Though she stood at some distance, across the stone-studded churchyard, Lavender’s eyesight was strong, still bolstered by cranberries, carrots and collard greens ingested prior to her current nutrient drought. The medium’s expression quickly turned from surprise to annoyance, then shaded near disdain.

Recalling Allegra Trout’s indifference to the flowers Robert had awarded her at the train station, Lavender palmed the tea in her dress pocket. She walked slowly towards the medium, until only a tombstone row separated them. Allegra remained rooted, resembling now some tall plant. Dark horse vine, perhaps that was it—described in one of Lavender’s botanical books.

Then the dark horse vine laughed. Allegra thrust her face skyward, her long, graceful neck catching the sun’s momentary glint through the clouds. Laughed for a full minute. Lavender wondered if such an open show of mirth in a graveyard wasn’t somehow—tasteless. But then she remembered some Spirits’ droll antics she’d heard stories about; surely the medium was versed in the intricacies of these matters.

Lavender, so adept among garden plants, was out of her depth on this shadowed, spectral ground. So, again, as at the tea shop’s window with Robert Trout, impromptu words flew from her mouth. “What on earth is so funny?” she asked the medium.

Allegra’s laughter wheezed down to a sort of expended bellows, then stalled. “You,” she said. “Your face, your cheek all plum-coloured, with sewing on it. And you in that peculiar milky frock with the outlandish sleeves. I thought they were angel’s wings, and you were a spirit I’d conjured! Like my powers had soared to their full height! You look like some shopworn angel who crashed headlong into Gabriel himself. Then I realized you were only the flower girl, the one Robbie bought the boatful of blooms from after goggling over your cart.”

Then the medium spasmed with mirth again, until it seemed her coat buttons might pop open. Lavender enjoyed many stalks, but being a laughingstock wasn’t in her repertoire. She was flummoxed on how to proceed. She disliked Allegra’s disparaging air, but didn’t want to alienate her either—she needed her help.

Allegra bridged the conundrum. “Do you typically loiter in graveyards when you’re not peddling flowers?”

“My parents,” Lavender said, pointing to their stones. “I visit them when I can. But also—I was hoping to find you—and here you are—working, I suppose?”

Even scowling, Allegra radiated beauty. “Yes, unfortunately.”

“Do you not enjoy your work, Miss Trout?”

(Lavender noticed that the maiden form of address went unchallenged. Nor had Robert contradicted it.)

From deep in Allegra’s throat came her scornful reply. “Enjoy? Look around you, Flower Girl. All you see is death—hardly my idea of a good time. And the living are even worse.”

This puzzled Lavender. “But you’re a celebrity. People worship and admire you.”

The Spirit Medium made a sour face. “People! People are a real bad nightmare. People pay to see me fail.”

Lavender couldn’t begin to grasp this, so she let it go. She tried a different tack. “If you’re so averse to the churchyard, why come here?”

“I try to concentrate, absorb the aura of the boneyard, to understand which Spirits are active. People think graveyards are peaceful. How wrong-headed! They’re a constant, howling din. I carry all their noise within me, and it quite keeps me awake at night, often brings on headaches.”

This was Lavender’s moment. She breathed deeply, then plunged. “That’s exactly why I set out to find you, Miss Trout. I’d like you to contact my mother’s spirit. I seek some—information.”

“I’m not doing private sittings right now,” Allegra said. “They sap too much energy before my major performances. And frankly, they aren’t worth my while. I stay supple through tarot and tasseography, and in the bargain gain some insights into this one-horse town, which greases the wheel of my big spectacles, and builds people’s belief in me. For it’s all about belief, isn’t it, Miss—?”

“Fitch,” Lavender offered. Apparently, the medium had forgotten the moment at the train station when the flower vendor’s name had been publicly announced. “And yes, I suppose it is all about belief, Miss Trout.”

Some bird nearby hailed, pipes from an off-key organ.

Allegra Trout shifted her weight from one scary boot sole to the other, and pressed her hands against the side of her face in a gesture of distress, as if suddenly stricken.

Her chance, Lavender saw, had slid away. “When do you next read tea leaves, then?”

The medium flattened her hand against her forehead. “I can’t talk to you anymore. A terrible headache struck just now. It’s the weather here, so dastardly changeable, my head hurts badly. I must go lie down before the pain shoots bright lights before my eyes.”

Although Allegra Trout had shown no empathy for Lavender’s sutured, purpling cheek, Lavender would follow the high road in this instance. “Boil some camomile in water, or mint—drink it as a tea,” she said. “Or butterbur. Or feverfew’s volatile oils may bring relief. Or valerian.”

The medium shifted her hand to the roof of her skull. “I wouldn’t know any of these plants if they leapt down my corset.”

“Then make a poultice from the cuttings of raw potatoes. Apply it to your temples.”

Allegra Trout lowered her hands, her face now lit with new regard. “So, you’re more than a pretty flower with bruised petals!”

Lavender stumbled for a response and, finding none, said instead, “Since you’re a visitor here, if access to these herbs is a challenge, I can provide them from my garden. Some still thrive. Others I have in dried form.”

“I may have a source. By the by, my tooth aches too. Can you advise any miracle plants for it?”

“Cloves. Tree moss and candle wax. Or buy cocaine tooth drops at the apothecary’s—my father’s old shop. And perhaps visit our village’s medic, too. Dr. Minyard is very compassionate. He may see you on short notice. His skills are broad, he’s dealt with teeth, and you won’t find a gentleman of higher character anywhere.”

With the sartorial finery that flowed over the Trouts’ backs, Lavender presumed they could afford to pay for a prescription or medical exam.

“Thank you for these remedies,” the medium said, moving away. “I appreciate it. I haven’t felt well since I arrived here.”

Lavender was about to express hope that Miss Trout would soon feel restored, and was going to give her the tea, but the medium’s tall figure already, quick as a broil of fume, receded beyond the cemetery gates. Clearly not about to let an aching temple or tooth slow her down.

So, Lavender toted the tea back home to Pinnacle Street. Again.

And she was not a daisy petal closer to discovering where the nest egg had been cached.





Seven

Arlo Snook hadn’t left the pretty bouquet. Lavender asked the boy as soon as he returned home from the Stables, weary, pongy with horse smells. After St. Thomas’ churchyard, she’d sewn sachets from dried yarrow looped over the potting shed’s rafters. She’d sell them at the train station market. Much labour for a few pennies, but with no flowers left, what else could she do?

“Wasn’t me,” Arlo declared when she broached the bouquet. “You must have a secret admirer, Vender.”

They’d moved into the parlour after their supper of boiled potatoes, Arlo settling into the armchair by the fireplace. Then, of all things, he lit a pipe, and puffed it to life. Her father’s tray for ashes still lived on the table beside the chair. Only one day of gainful employment and Arlo was already quite the manly fellow. Lavender teased him on this count, as a rejoinder for his “secret admirer” quip.

They sat in the parlour, in their amiable rhythm of sporadic chat, companionable quiet, then words again. The pipe’s aromatic waft comforted Lavender, reminding her of her father. Smoke hazed near Arlo’s young face as she took up her sewing needle again.

“I heard some news at the Stables today,” the boy said after an extended lull.

She waited, all ears.

“The famous Spirit Medium will show her powers on All Hallows’ Eve,” he declared, wide-eyed. “At the courthouse. Word in the stable stalls is that it’s likely to be a—wonder, the event of the year. Rumour is, too, the spectacle will cost a handsome sum of money to attend. Lucky thing I have work—I’m near bursting to see her miracles.”

Lavender pierced her finger with the needle, cringed. Dismay rippled through her. The spectacle was still some weeks away—a longish skein of time before the next major chance to reach her mother’s spirit. She saw no reason to tell the boy about her meeting with Allegra Trout in St. Thomas’ churchyard. Little had resulted from it beyond not so veiled insults Lavender sustained, about her face, her dress. The Oracle’s blunt manner and insensitivity to the suffering of others (including her own facial injury) didn’t make for uplifting conversational fodder. Relaying this to Arlo, Lavender felt, would resemble the time the boy was told, a decade ago, after he tried climbing onto the roof and waiting by the chimney, that Saint Nicholas was, in fact, her father. Mrs. Clement Rose had, thankfully, been the one who broke the news to the lad, sparing Lavender that toilsome task. How crushed he’d been, being such a believer. So now she wouldn’t take her sewing needle and prick his bubble of wonderment. Especially since she herself awaited the All Hallows’ Eve spectacle with fervent anticipation.

Emptying the pipe’s dottle into the ashtray, Arlo declared his decision to go to bed. “Working wears a fellow out.” Lavender intended to sew sachets for at least another hour.

The boy bid her good night.

She stitched away furiously by the oil lamp, jabbing her finger (again) more than once. She’d always been clumsy with the needle. Every few minutes she glanced at the pretty bouquet with its braided message of sincerity, hope, beauty. She thought about Robert Trout’s kindness, escorting her to the doctor’s office; a mark of compassion, to be sure, but he didn’t know where she lived, so couldn’t have delivered the bouquet. That left Dr. Minyard, old family friend, a gentleman with the kindest heart. But he was always terribly busy; how would he have time to gather a bouquet? And his knowledge was medicine, not floriography. Allegra Trout was out of the question; she hated flowers, as far as Lavender could tell. Unthinkable as that was. Besides, the sequence was all wrong; the bouquet appeared before she’d suggested remedies at the graveyard—which was, on reflection, a strange place to dispense prescriptions.

LAVENDER SEWED FOR the next two days, buoyed by the mysterious bouquet. She’d made enough sachets to justify a trip to the train station. Traversing the streets, her large basket of scented wares over her arm, she noted more ladies wearing copies of the Oracle’s stylish bonnet.

Much to Lavender’s disappointment, the originator of this headgear, Allegra Trout, was conspicuously absent at the station market. Lavender had hoped to barter the packet of tea—she’d tucked it again in her pocket—for a reading of leaves. Or tarot. She even dared to think the therapies she’d offered Allegra at the graveyard might be acknowledged with a reading free of charge. But none of this happened. Perhaps a persistent aching head or tooth kept Allegra away. Even without her oracular presence, there was much talk at the station about her upcoming All Hallows’ Eve spectacle.

The news was better on the sales front. Crops were robust that summer; country people in particular seemed willing to part with their pennies, and soon all Lavender’s sachets were sold. Sympathy’s stream flowed stronger at the station than it had the day she tumbled in the woods and cut her face. The sachet buyers inquired what misfortune had befallen her. (In truth, Lavender’s face healed rapidly and appeared more dire than it really was.) The facial injury promoted sales; pity proved an effective merchant. Whatever worked. Until Lavender discovered the nest egg, it seemed she must eke out a living in this improvised way, by the craft of her hands.

Ferrying her empty basket back through the village, Lavender was pleased to have enough money to buy flour and molasses. She thought she might even attempt one of the recipes in The Cook Not Mad; or Rational Cookery, a birthday gift from Mrs. Clement Rose. Wouldn’t Arlo be surprised to see Lavender prepare a meal, for in truth, his culinary skill surpassed her own. Her family had a cook during Lavender’s formative years, which allowed her to engage with gardening arts. Then she went to school in Cobourg, where meals were served to the young lady students. So her culinary talents, as Mrs. Rose often pointed out, were woefully lacking, a distinct handicap in what the old tutor rather crassly called “the scrum for a husband.”

The shops were brimful, calling to mind bees in a summer garden. Lavender’s basket now held flour and molasses, but not such quantities that weighed it down to an oppressive degree. Some coins remained in her purse, the weather was fair, and she decided to stroll. All summer she’d toiled so intensively in her garden that some idle time felt warranted. And if, perchance, Robert Trout walked about with his book, she’d inquire after Allegra’s health, and give him the tea; she might even hear Mr. Whitman’s words—for she hadn’t forgotten his pledge, and the tease of a pledge unfulfilled nagged at a person, like its own sort of toothache.

She thought, too, that she’d prevail upon Robert to ask Allegra for a private sitting, for Lavender hadn’t yet abandoned that idea. She was, as Mrs. Rose used to say, stubborn as a marigold. Might not the assistant be a conduit to the Oracle herself? Also, Lavender could mention the bouquet left on her doorstep in a casual, offhand way, and observe whether her revelation brought forth any intelligence. And if the question didn’t seem too great an imposition, she might ask Robert what happened to his face; for though the damage seemed indelible, if she better understood the nature of the injury, she’d scour her father’s pharmaceutical books and her mother’s notes on medicinal plants for treatments that in all likelihood wouldn’t reverse the damage but could at least offer a palliative balm.

So many reasons to encounter Robert Trout, yet Lavender didn’t.

A new shop caught her attention. She manoeuvred her steps around horse dung, and reached the most verbose signage she’d ever seen: R. A. Becket, Bookseller & Stationer. Stationery, Family and Pocket Bibles, School Books, Music, Melodeons, Stereoscopes and Views. Periodicals. Fine writing instruments.

This seemed just the kind of place a bookish, worldly, philosophical type like Robert Trout might frequent.

A bell chimed lightly as Lavender wedged her thin form into the shop. She didn’t see Mr. Becket. He kept a rope mat by his shop door. Lavender’s boots carried some mud, left over, she supposed, from her recent sojourn into the woods. She stamped the clumped mud from them, thinking the sound would garner the bookseller’s attention. She cast her eyes around the well-appointed shop. All manner of reading material, it seemed. Sheet music. Writing instruments. Paintbrushes, easels and other artistic paraphernalia. Still she saw no one.

“Down here,” a skittering voice directed from behind a wooden counter.

Lavender walked farther into the shop and peered over that same ledge. There stood a gnome of a man, bald but for two tufts of greying hair, a visor clamped across his forehead—a head disproportionately large compared with the rest of his neatly dressed person. His suspenders had gold buttons. She heard someone playing violin badly, loudly, in a far room somewhere. Practising scales.

“Are you Mr. Becket?” Lavender asked, raising her voice to be heard above the violin’s vinegar.

The gnome tittered. “Is it Mr. Becket you beckon?”

“Yes,” she answered. “I see you’re well equipped in writing implements?”

“You see right, Miss—?”

“Fitch. Lavender.”

He sent up his twittery laugh once more. She wondered what about her name was so amusing. Mr. Becket walked in a funny sideways gait across his shop to a display shelf that held pens, brushes, pencils. His walk reminded Lavender of a comedic bird she once saw that appeared drunk on the season’s late, fermented apples. The part-bird, part-gnome shop owner asked her what, exactly, she sought.

“Pencils, Sir.” (She wondered why she hadn’t specified that in the first place.)

The tiny man embarked on his droll tilting gait back behind the counter, and just as Lavender puzzled how he could see above it, to broker the transaction, he hopped, again in the manner of a bird, up onto a footstool that elevated him into a position of commerce.

There was a terrible screech from the violin player in the far room. (The instrument had paused, mercifully, for several moments prior to that.)

Mr. Becket sent a high-pitched bellow back there. “Nancy—leave off! You’ll drive the customers away!”

The wretched racket ceased.

“Ha!” the bizarre little man exuded, looking ecstatic. “Pencils! I love pencils! Where would we be if they were never invented?”

It took Lavender an instant to realize he awaited her answer. “I don’t know,” she said honestly.

A dire expression for an instant palsied his face. “Lost is where we would be! Utterly lost! I daresay the world could not turn. So not only do I have pencils—I sell only the very finest pencils. Ebenezer Wood from America. Now look at this, will you?” Mr. Becket opened the lid of a fancy wooden box as if revealing treasure in a chest. He removed, in a lavish, loving gesture, a pencil and, oddly enough, smelled it. “Ah,” he said. “I know a superb pencil when I sniff one. But know this, Miss, not all pencils are created equal, far from it . . .”

She abided. Hadn’t foreseen the complexities of buying a pencil.

He asked, in a great many words, what type of pencil she wanted.

“The kind of pencil you’d like to use, Sir, if it was to be the very last pencil you owned in the world.”

Mr. Becket shot forth a hacking laugh. “Ask me something difficult, Miss—?”

“Fitch,” Lavender offered. Again.

Thankfully, the violin remained mute.

“That requires no taxing of the mind,” the shopkeeper said. “Ebenezer Wood. How many?”

A memory bird winged through Lavender’s mind, needled her skull with its beak: her tea purchase’s imprudence must not be repeated. It had sparked the worry that she might have inherited her father’s impulsive extravagance. “Only two pencils, Sir—wrapped in separate packages, if you please.” She’d give one to Robert Trout, a gift of welcome to their village and further incentive to lobby Allegra for a private sitting. She’d save the other one for Arlo Snook at Christmas. The boy had lately acquired the habit of scribbling away at something at the kitchen table; he’d surely need a new pencil by December.

Pique fireworked the bookseller’s gnome face. He must have thought she’d purchase more than two Ebenezer pencils in the wake of his rhapsodic endorsement. Either that, or the labour of two separate wrappings annoyed him. “Are you sure you don’t need more, Miss Fitch? You’ll need a prime pencil to write a goodbye letter to the rogue who cracked your face open like that.” He jabbed the pencil in the air, towards Lavender’s cheekbone.

She laughed. “No rogue. I brought this injury on myself, falling down in the woods. It’s healing quickly. I apply a compound of yarrow and aloe every day.”

Soon enough, Mr. Becket resumed his miniaturized buoyancy. “You’d do well to stay away from the woods. It’s a perilous place.” Then an abrupt topic pivot: “Miss Fitch, do you know the derivation of the pencil—its name, I mean?”

It seemed he must be indulged. Lavender shook her head.

Mr. Becket tilted up his visor cap so she might better see his earnest eyes, which, like his head, seemed too large for the rest of him. “Pencillus, Miss,” he told her. “Latin for ‘little tail’ and”—his eyes sparked even brighter—“a certain pointed part of the male anatomy I will refrain from naming in the presence of a lady—if you take my point.” He wheezed blasts of mirth so intense Lavender worried his little gnome heart might fail him right there in his shop.

She felt herself blush. “Mr. Becket, can you assure me beyond a doubt that these pencils are guaranteed to be of the highest quality?”

He raised the box from which he’d taken them in a triumphant move, as though he’d defeated an army of inferior writing instruments. “They are the finest, like I told you. If you need more pencillus, Miss Fitch, you know where to beckon Mr. Becket!” He wrapped them up for her.

Lavender placed the pencils in her basket, with the flour and molasses. On the verge of her departure, Mr. Becket launched into more pencil lore—carbon and graphite and tree roots and a soldier of Napoleon’s. He quite lost Lavender, whose nervous eyes flitted to the shop’s wall clock. She was eager, now, to try her hand at one of the cookbook’s recipes.

Finally, she extricated herself. As the shop door’s bell chimed behind her, the violin resumed its dissonant, mewling scales.

Wait until she told Arlo Snook that she’d conducted commerce with the most flap-jawed gnome in Hastings County! What a character, Mr. Becket. How he protracted the transaction!

Both Trouts had eluded Lavender that day. Slippery fish, she thought. They came by their name honestly.





Eight

Once, a circus had stopped in their village. The tightrope walker mesmerized Lavender, hackling her arms into goose’s flesh, over how things hung in the balance, could go either way: steadiness, triumph—or slip and plunge. Her eyes riveted to the rope walker’s steps while fear tore through her stomach’s depths. The uncertain way things would tilt matched her current circumstances. If she could find her mother’s gift, triumph; if not, a plummet towards death. The loss of her house and garden. She balanced on the rope, for now, a ravelling strand of disquiet. And life itself? A frazzled field of bright tents, then lone, bare earth.

Lavender shaped dough into biscuits and thought about the flowers, ferns and hawthorn wilting on the mantel. She still hadn’t unlocked the bouquet’s source.

Arlo Snook had been spending more time out of the house, working at the Stables, but she suspected the boy must have acquired other new pursuits as well. Lavender hadn’t had an opportunity to sift him fully. She missed him.

While the biscuit dough rose, she took an inventory of her life, written in two columns: Things I am grateful for; Things I worry about. She borrowed the new pencil meant for Arlo; she’d rewrap it later. She settled at the kitchen table. On the grateful side of the ledger, she listed: “1. My pelvic pain has passed, must have been caused by my fall or the moon’s cycle.” The worry side was longer, winding down to: “8. Roof still leaks. 9. Arlo Snook grows quicker than a hop vine; where does he go so often now? 10. Nest egg still not found. 11. Must devise new craft for sale, may have exhausted people’s interest in sachets for the time being. (Note: worries are not listed in descending order of importance.)”

As Lavender glanced at the expanding biscuit dough, she heard a knock at the front door. Then more raps. Glad enough to set aside her dreary inventory, she answered the door.

Mrs. Clement Rose stood, awaiting entry, her face framed by an enormous bonnet with a wide bow. She held a cauldron.

Lavender invited her old tutor into the parlour. Mrs. Rose hadn’t sent a calling card. A waning custom, perhaps?

“Rabbit stew.” Mrs. Rose held out the cauldron in offering. “My husband trapped that pesky thief in my garden. You need this meal, you’re so thin lately. The boy, too.”

In truth, Lavender would starve before she ate a rabbit. The little creatures hopped among her vegetables, and though it irked her when they ate her salad greens, she couldn’t harm them. But perhaps Arlo Snook’s inclinations would differ, and a gift horse shouldn’t be looked in the mouth, so Lavender took the poor stewed animal into the kitchen, where she set the kettle on for tea. Mrs. Rose ensconced herself on the horsehair chair, her petticoats so voluminous the chair vanished beneath her.

While the tea steeped, they talked.

“I dropped by yesterday too, Lavie, but you weren’t home. Out on a romantic tryst, I hope?”

Lavender shooed away the notion.

“Whatever it was, you’ve gotten into some trouble,” the old tutor remarked.

It took a moment for Lavender to realize Mrs. Rose meant her cheekbone. How wearisome to explain your face all the time; she thought of what it must be like for Robert Trout, the constant interrogation. She recounted her clumsiness, the tree root.

“Just like your mother, Lavie—tramping about in the woods. You’re unlikely to meet any eligible bachelors out there.”

Lavender laughed. Sometimes Mrs. Rose’s single-mindedness grew comical by virtue of its sheer repetitive fixation. “I sense my mother’s spirit out there, and I collect berries and branches for my floriculture. Wild nature offers much.”

After pouring tea and laying out some licorice, her pantry’s only sweets, Lavender apologized for the lack of cake.

“This chair,” Mrs. Rose declared, “creaks with strain beneath me. An absence of cake is no deprivation, rather a kindness on your part.” Then she praised the tea’s depth and subtlety.

Affable to the pith, Mrs. Rose. Though not always tactful. She added that while she filled more space on the planet with each passing week, Lavender became “more wraithlike.” Mrs. Rose had a pigeon’s tendency to circle back to home topics.

Lavender took lusty sips of tea. Mrs. Rose often knew as much, or almost as much, as Dot Tickell about goings-on in Belleville. “Have you heard of the touring Spirit Medium and her assistant who’ve recently arrived here, Madam?”

Mrs. Rose nibbled on a piece of licorice. “Heard? How could I not? That’s all people jaw about. Have you met them? You’re out a lot, selling your wares.”

The foyer clock chimed the hour.

Lavender set her teacup on the side table and sighed. She saw no reason to withhold the truth. Mrs. Rose would see through her in any case. She’d heard Lavender coo in her mother’s arms, in swaddle cloths. Then stood in as proxy mother after Amaryllis Fitch’s death. She had tutored Lavender in this very room in preparation for Cobourg Ladies’ Academy.

“I’ve met them,” Lavender said.

“What’s your opinion of them?”

This was a rare instance where Lavender had more local information than Mrs. Rose, who stared into her teacup, unaccustomed to being the lesser-informed party.

“The lady—Allegra Trout—is very aloof,” Lavender said. “Highly strung, if I may say.”

Mrs. Rose sniffed, derisive. “Surely meddling in the occult and talking to ghosts makes her strange. And her assistant? I’ve heard his face is horribly disfigured.”

Lavender refilled both teacups. After all, one thing she had in abundance was tea. This also afforded an opportunity to reflect. She resumed her place, perched at the edge of the fainting sofa. “Mr. Trout’s face is admittedly a shock on first beholding it, but there are elements that—mitigate it.”

Lavender knew her remark was a shade cryptic.

“Elements that mitigate? Such as?”

“To begin with,” Lavender said slowly, weighing her words, “the good side of his face is as fair to behold as the damaged side is unsightly. Then there are his eyes, deeply expressive. His prolific, waving locks of hair the colour of coffee. His eloquent speech. He’s very worldly, has travelled much. And very philosophical, walks about with a book, but also enjoys riddles.” She stopped talking, took a rapid drink of tea.

Then followed an uneasy, frayed skein of time, silence—a rarity for Mrs. Rose. Without even looking, Lavender felt her guest’s gaze trained hard on her.

“You quite fancy him—the occultist,” Mrs. Rose asserted.

Lavender disliked her accusing tone, its gloating air, as if it represented some ground-breaking discovery, like the treadle sewing machine.

The old tutor’s vaunting manner didn’t subside one bit. She clearly awaited an endorsement of her concept. Lavender would not be released until this happened; Mrs. Rose would not be diverted with tea.

“He is—interesting,” Lavender admitted. “Different from anyone I’ve met, and certainly different from anyone in Belleville.”

Mrs. Rose made a sound like a reverse purr. Lavender knew a ruling was imminent; she wasn’t wrong.

“Dear, dear Lavie”—a sad shaking of the grandly bonneted head—“I’ve introduced you to so many eligible, steady, local single gentlemen looking for wives, and you set your sites on some—fly-by-night circus performer. I must say, I’m dismayed. And concerned.”

Lavender thought of the chopped-up rabbit in her kitchen, which brought a wave of nausea.

“And now you appear very pale,” Mrs. Rose said, “which worries me even more. You haven’t—”

“I’ve only just talked to him,” Lavender said, her tone louder than she’d intended. “Please, have another piece of licorice, Madam.” She passed the bowl to her guest.

The candy wielded a tranquilizing effect. Lavender made a mental note to grow a licorice plant in her garden.

“The Spirit Medium performs here on All Hallows’ Eve, Mrs. Rose. A large crowd is expected. Will you attend?”

Mrs. Rose pivoted her eyes heavenward. “Yes. But only to see the ladies’ fashions.”

“Many of which copy the Oracle’s finery,” Lavender said lightly, relieved by the topic’s shift.

“Fickle though fashion is, it entertains,” Mrs. Rose remarked.

Lavender heard a snuffle noise outside the parlour window. A rabbit, she supposed. The garden held some late, embittered greens.

“So then, Madam, you don’t lend any credence to the spiritualists’ endeavour, their belief that, with an open mind and attuned sensibilities, departed loved ones may be communed with?”

Mrs. Rose adjusted her petticoats, a portion of the chair emerged. “No, Lavie, I don’t. And more than a few people suspect the whole Fox sisters affair, all that spirit rapping, is a grand hoax. Smoke, mirrors, parlour tricks at best. When we die, we become—garden soil. I’m placing this in concrete terms that you, as a floral type, can grasp. The ones in St. Thomas’ churchyard, like your parents, slumber for an eternity.

“This is all there is,” she added. “That’s the grim reality. Life is short; feel what you can.”

The foyer clock chimed the half-hour.

“I must go.” The portly lady hoisted herself out of the chair. “I’ll collect my cauldron next time.”

Lavender thanked her guest for the stew. Queasy as the thought of it made her, it was still a gift.

As Mrs. Rose made her ponderous way to the front door, she left Lavender with these parting words: “Remember, these two magicians may cast a spell, but they’re little more than well-dressed actors, vagabonds. Get too close to these types, you could ruin your life, Lavie, burn it right down.”

Then she left.

THE BISCUITS BURNT. More stone than food. Mrs. Rose had cast a pall over the day, but she hadn’t shaken Lavender’s belief in a vivid, animate plane beyond their own. Indeed, long before the Spirit Medium’s arrival in Belleville, Lavender was sure of this. Felt its presence through all her mother’s harp concerts. Sensed it in the garden’s seasonal miracles. Each time she gazed inside the spiral intricacies of a single rose. Felt it, often, when it rained. Fathomed it in the train’s distant approach. In the camber of a winged bird’s flight. Felt it when Robert Trout stood before her floral cart that first day. If only this conviction would uncover the mystery of her mother’s gift.

She couldn’t be in the kitchen where the dead rabbit was, so she sat down beside the empty teacups in the parlour, in the horsehair chair recently occupied by Mrs. Clement Rose. She marvelled at the body’s obstinance; how, even in her keen state of hunger, her stomach recoiled at the prospect of rabbit stew. This was, Lavender knew, not entirely logical; she enjoyed, when she had it, a cooked ham, a roast, or soup made from animals’ bones. And growing up, they’d feasted on venison from her father’s shooting expeditions with Dr. Minyard. And lately, she’d enjoyed Arlo Snook’s fish. There was just something about a rabbit, vulnerable but for its keen sense of smell; and, in the face of danger, its only options were stillness, the hope of camouflage, or hopping quickly, jaggedly.

Contemplating rabbits’ tenuous lot in life was interrupted by rain that lashed its gauzy whips across the parlour window, then settled into a lulling drub. Wet autumns weren’t uncommon in the Quinte region. Lavender would need to empty the leak bucket if Arlo didn’t come home soon. The upstairs bedroom felt always so cold, even in summer, and now, more so, in autumn. It held the heaviness of death and never failed to depress her spirits. But still, she knew, the bucket must be emptied.

Suddenly, a soothing music reached her, heard above the rain—a harp’s song—issuing from the street, she supposed; though while minstrels performed in their village, their tin collection cups never far away, she hadn’t noted a harpist among them. Lavender then realized the music derived from a source much closer: her mother’s harp on the other side of the parlour. The song was familiar, rendered most prettily, one her mother had loved, and played, while she lived—that sweet Welsh air “All Through the Night,” so immediate, authentic, it was as though Amaryllis Fitch, at that very instant, plied the harp strings. The strings moved, but by invisible hands, skilled hands, spirit hands.

All Lavender could do was listen, astonished.

The song rippled forth, a glorious parlour concert, then ceased just as the front door unlatched and Arlo Snook called out his habitual greeting. “Hey O, Vender, I’m home!”

He’d startled her, and the harp too, it seemed. The music that had just graced the parlour astounded Lavender so deeply that even if she had wanted to tell the boy, she couldn’t find a way to explain what just happened without sounding mad, or making Arlo wonder if she hadn’t been chewing on jimson weed, psilocybin mushrooms, morning glory seeds. Or taking snuff (which she hadn’t ingested since Cobourg days, with her roommates). Or imbibing from the jug of spruce beer in her pantry. There was simply no plausible way to tell the boy. So she didn’t. She knew it wasn’t out of the question that her fall in the woods had caused a concussion, or malnutrition had incited the musical mirage. She needed time to ponder the brief spectral concert.

The boy removed his rain-sodden jacket and settled onto a small bench. He sat in an odd crooked posture as his young eyes studied her. “You appear—unsettled, Vender. Like you’ve seen a phantom, or some such thing. Are you unwell?”

“Oh, fine, Arlo. I’m glad to have you home, even in your soggy state.”

He must have read her thoughts, for he offered to empty the leak bucket as soon as he caught his breath. After a moment, the boy said, “I smell meat—and something burnt.”

“The burnt smell is my sad attempt at biscuits, Arlo. And the meat is rabbit stew that Mrs. Rose brought us today—and you can eat all of it. The very idea of it makes me ill.”

“But what will you have for supper, then, Vender?”

Several licorice sweets remained in the bowl. “These candies.” Lavender shrugged. “And I’ll see if the hen left me an egg in the potting shed.”

They sat for a moment and listened to the rain. Arlo remained in that curious, canted way, one arm held behind his back. His eyes kindled with mischief.

“Why do you sit there all hugger-mugger, Arlo?”

“Thought you’d never ask,” the boy said. Then he drew from behind his back a single stem of yarrow and gave it to Lavender. “This was on the front doorstep,” he said. Then, glancing at the mostly wilted bouquet on the mantel, he added, “Seems your secret admirer has returned.”

The yarrow plant was a fine specimen, with its white parasol of blooms. Lavender found an old medicine bottle, added water and placed the yarrow in it. The rain had subsided, so she went out to the potting shed, fed the hen some pantry leavings, but found no egg. While Arlo emptied the leak bucket and changed out of his stable clothes, she set the table for their supper: rabbit stew for him, burnt biscuits for her, slathered with molasses. Still, their meal was homey, convivial. That Lavender was barely present, so preoccupied was she with the mystery of the harp, Arlo didn’t seem to notice; he was engrossed too, ferrying spoons of stew into his happy mouth.

The yarrow stood like a pretty sentinel, in its medicine bottle, the table’s centrepiece. So much had happened that day to contest Mrs. Rose’s “grim reality.” A harp had played of its own volition; with each passing minute Lavender knew she’d heard it, certain to her marrow she hadn’t imagined it. And now new flowers bloomed on her doorstep.

While the poor rabbit had had a very bad day indeed, her own day had held magic.





Nine

Driven by necessity, Lavender’s sewing skills had improved—the crafting of sachets—but she didn’t trust her agility or steadiness when it came to removing the stitches from her cheekbone. She had a little money left from selling the sachets, even after buying flour, molasses and the pencils; she’d give the rest to Dr. Minyard, for treating her face and taking out the stitches. It wouldn’t be the full amount owing, but would signal her honourable intentions. She knew he didn’t expect it, but she’d feel better compensating him; she had her pride.

Arlo Snook had left for the Stables. Still in her nightgown, a cup of chicory coffee in her hand, Lavender tiptoed over to the harp in the parlour. Would those strings ever sound forth music again? And of all the melodies in the world, “All Through the Night.” Her mother played it often. It had to signify something. Perhaps, through the harp, she tried to send Lavender a clue about the nest egg. At the very least, the song’s lullaby strains were surely intended to comfort and soothe. And mitigate Mrs. Rose’s austere rhetoric, for the spirit harpist must have hovered there, during the old tutor’s visit, unseen by Lavender and her guest. Keeping a vigil.

Whether the harp played again, Lavender felt, hung in the balance; she sensed a delicate tracery of air around it. A fragility that affirmed her decision to keep the mysterious music secret.

Soon, the demands of everyday life rose to the fore. Lavender needed to craft something to sell. Before that, dusting, scrubbing and laundry. Gone were the days of a hired housekeeper, in her father’s era. Lavender spent the morning on household chores. She tried again to scrub the bloodstains from the dress after finding advice in Godey’s Lady’s Book—wine vinegar, hartshorn spirits, turpentine. She let the garment soak in the mixture. She looked, too, for some craft ideas in those pages, autumnal wreaths trimmed with owls fashioned from pine cones. Clearly meant as a whimsical project, a hobby, for its lady readers. For Lavender, it meant income. Food on the table.

DR. MINYARD WAS pleased with her face’s progress. He removed the sutures with a skilled, delicate hand, and applied antiseptic.

“There should be very little scarring,” the kind medic said. “Nothing some lady’s powder can’t conceal.” He praised Lavender’s herbal therapies, which had no doubt sped healing. He was his usual loquacious self, one moment quipping about how Lavender’s father used to carp about his illegible formularies, their Latin scrawl, how they’d nanty-nark, doctor and apothecary; the next moment, what a humourless man the new apothecary continued to be, with that look, like he’d just swallowed castor oil; and then back to Lavender’s face, how it had healed “almost as if by magic.”

She rose to gather her shawl, her coin purse and the large basket she’d brought with her. After the doctor’s office, Lavender was going to collect branches in the woods, for wreaths, and pine cones she’d fashion into decorative owls. She glanced at the stag’s head on the wall; no magic for that poor beheaded beast. “On the topic of magic, Doctor, I suppose you’ve heard of the famous Spirit Medium who’s arrived here?”

“I’ve heard of little else,” Varn Minyard said, sterilizing his instruments. “It’s all my patients talk about—besides their aches and pains.”

Lavender smoothed her shawl around her shoulders. “As a man of science, do you believe in it, Doctor? That the personality endures after death, and might be communed with?”

He removed his monocle, all thoughtful. “I have witnessed some things that confounded me utterly. Cases that elude any scientific basis. There have been times, I confess, when the line between life and death seems very porous, so I don’t believe it’s impossible to cross it—and I am eager to witness what this Trout lady can do.”

They chatted a bit more. Then Lavender reached into her coin purse and drew out a sum. She offered it to the doctor. “This covers part of the cost of you sewing me back together. I hope to soon have the rest.”

He waved her away. “Keep it. I wouldn’t think of charging a fee to an old family friend—and mercifully, thank heaven you didn’t bring me a chicken.”

She laughed. “Oh, I can’t spare my hen, Sir.”

“Did you like the little bouquet?” Dr. Minyard asked.

So he’d been the floral benefactor. The first one, at least.

“Very much. It was lovely, rife with meaning—sincerity, hope, beauty.”

“I was on my way to a house call near Pinnacle Street. I thought, after your mishap, you could use some cheer. I hadn’t time for a visit, and, in any case, didn’t send a calling card ahead. I’d been neglectful in sociability this past year, so many influenza cases, burns. In fact, I haven’t been this overrun since the cholera scare. The flowers came from my own garden. I was short of time, as I’ve mentioned, so I simply left them on your front stoop.”

“How did you learn their meanings, Sir? For they seemed not random.”

He glanced at the clock above the skeleton. “From your mother. During my visits to your house, we sometimes conversed about more than germ theory and opiates.” A sardonic guffaw followed, another glimpse at the clock.

Lavender could tell that, sociable as Dr. Minyard was, he must press on. But she longed for one more bit of intelligence. “Sir, I will leave you now, but I must ask—did you perchance, even more recently, leave a fine stem of yarrow on my doorstep?”

The doctor sent her a quizzical smile. “Not guilty.” Then he advised Lavender to stay away from tree roots—he meant her tumble, she supposed—and gave her a quick, fatherly farewell embrace.

As she walked with her basket to the edge of the village, towards the woods, she noticed, for the first time, the trees beginning to wear their autumnal robes. Some leaves had even fallen. This must have started days earlier; usually she was more attuned. But time behaved curiously lately. Herky-jerky. Sewing her sachets, Lavender had consulted the mantel clock only to discover the hour for mid-morning tea remained remote. Domestic time was often like that, inert as the figures on Mr. Keats’s Grecian urn. And time had snailed during Mrs. Clement Rose’s recent visit. But outdoors, in the garden or woods, minutes clipped along like code’s metallic tweedles through a telegraph. Lavender felt that whoosh, that freeing rush, now, as she penetrated the woods and collected fallen branches—pliable, artfully gnarled ones about the length of her forearm—for her wreaths.

Mrs. Clement Rose used to warn against walking alone in the woods, but Lavender had no intention of giving up her rambles, the ritual of following her mother’s old path that traced the river’s banks.

She came upon a swell of fallen pine cones, and gathered them. Taking time to study several, she was fascinated by their intricacy; how pine cones were like so many little mothers, whose curved bracts cradled their tender seeds within.

Suddenly, a twig splintered. Lavender cast about, didn’t see a deer or other creature.

She saw a man. Not far away. He hadn’t seen her, she thought.

Robert Trout.

She turned, causing a rustle of leaves.

She’d alarmed him. It was obvious from his audible intake of breath. “Miss Fitch! I thought a ghost rummaged about out here among the trees. Thank heaven it’s only you.”

“It’s only me.”

They both laughed.

He took a couple of steps closer. “Your face looks much better.”

“Dr. Minyard is very adept with the sewing needle,” Lavender said. She noticed that Robert carried his book. Much better a book than a snare for rabbits.

“Do you often hike in the wilds, carrying sticks?” he asked.

“They’re for wreaths. And these pine cones in my basket will soon become owls to deck them. They aren’t my usual wares,” she added. “But my garden flowers are expended for the season, so I must improvise.” A pause, a plunge. “What, Sir, if I may ask, are you doing out here?”

“The woods offer a respite from people’s stares and questions—about my affliction, about Allegra’s work, about everything—and I like to find a conducive rock to settle upon, and read Mr. Whitman. I enjoy the peace.”

“You keep the book with you all the time?”

“I can’t get enough. I read it over and over and have, indeed, committed much of its poetry to memory.”

She plunged again. “Would you read—or recite some?”

His eyes reminded her of a musical score she’d seen, and could mostly decipher, from Godey’s Lady’s Book, something like “How Deep Your Radiant Eyes.” She couldn’t retrieve the exact title. After the recent marvel in her own parlour, she wouldn’t have been entirely surprised if harp song began to issue from Robert Trout’s eyes, so intense was his expression.

“Poetry right here in the woods, Miss Fitch?”

“I can’t think of a more ideal place to hear of leaves, grass and poesy,” Lavender said, laying her bundle of sticks on the ground.

“What poetry does a botanist such as yourself read?”

“Mr. Gray’s ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard.’ Keats. And Coleridge. My father was an apothecary, and therefore interested in the effects of opium on artistic composition. He immersed in De Quincey for that reason, and I’ve dabbled in it. De Quincey, I mean, not opium.”

“You’ll find Whitman, one of my own countrymen, different than any of those,” Robert said. “Now I’m even more eager to hear your opinion of his verse.”

A finch or some other poetry-inclined bird chirruped nearby, as if endorsing this.

Robert Trout cleared his throat. “I’ll try to recite. I may stumble, or misplace the occasional word, but you’ll get the gist.” His dark lock fell across his forehead. He brushed it back, and began.

“This hour I tell things in confidence,

I might not tell everybody but I will tell you.”

He paused—for dramatic effect, Lavender supposed.

“Engrossing,” she remarked. “It bears a deeply personal cast. Please recite more.”

Robert’s voice rose, rapturous:

“One hour to madness and joy!

O furious! O confine me not!

(What is this that frees me so in storms?

What do my shouts amid lightnings and raging winds mean?)”

The initial lines heated Lavender’s cheeks. No doubt, she blushed because of the intimate tone, the sharing of a secret—but I will tell you—being the one singled out to hear.

“What do you think of it?” Robert asked.

“It surely is quite—different, Sir.” For though Lavender had earned a Mistress of Liberal Arts credential from the Ladies’ Academy, she couldn’t penetrate the American’s words. She sensed her response fell flat. She tried again. “The verse is very—free.”

“Very.” Robert Trout scaled new heights of enthusiasm. “You’re not alone in your opinion. Whitman’s verse confounds many poetry readers in my country by virtue of its novelty, its—sensuality, and radical lens on the world. Listen, now. These lines teach us more about life beyond this mortal coil than all the planchettes and ear trumpets and lantern slides and crystal gazing-globes on earth.” He recited again:


“What do you think has become of the young and old men?

And what do you think has become of the women and children?

“They are alive and well somewhere;

The smallest sprout shows there is really no death,

And if there ever was it led forward life, and does not wait at the end to arrest it,

And ceased the moment life appeared.

“All goes onward and outward . . . and nothing collapses,

And to die is different from what any one supposed, and luckier.”



He stopped. Brushed back his lock again, or was it a tear? His recital had been moving, poignant. He fixed her in his gaze, like that first day at the railway station. Awaited her reaction, no doubt.

“It’s quite—transcendent, Mr. Trout. And your delivery most eloquent.”

Robert thanked her. “Anything else?”

“Certain phrases are very profound—’there is really no death’ and ‘nothing collapses’—and are corroborated by a . . . supernatural event in my own parlour.”

Day’s light tilted bluer.

“I must hear more of this, Miss Fitch.”

Bluer light still.

Robert Trout took a watch on a chain from his pocket, and blinked, aghast. “Confound it, I must part ways with you. I’m already late.”

Time was performing that trick again, buckling in on itself like a circus acrobat. He walked back to the village with Lavender, carried her bundle of sticks. It felt oddly jarring to be among people again; the woods had afforded such privacy. Several men strolled near them, pointing at Robert. “Look at the freak,” Lavender heard them say, followed by callous huffs of mirth. She knew Robert heard it too. He didn’t flinch, but his face—both the marred and whole sides—took on a stolid flatness. She read this look; it told her he’d endured this cruelty before.

He was quiet, for a moment, while the men receded down the street, then he said, “Forgive me, I almost neglected to mention—Allegra thanks you for some headache cures you suggested. They worked. She’s improved, such a relief, for her mood is fierce when she’s indisposed. She’ll read your tea leaves at the train station market, she said, to show her gratitude—any day this week. Free of charge.”

“I’m grateful for that. How is her tooth?”

Robert shrugged. “She seems happy enough.”

They were bound in different directions. “This is where we part,” he said, passing the bundle of sticks back to Lavender. “It delighted me to share Mr. Whitman’s words. Your ready ears brought me light, Miss Fitch.”

Where had the day gone? Soon enough, the lamplighter would be out on the streets with his long pole and wick. But this was the season of shrinking light—day’s windows dimmed. Lavender wished she could channel the remaining beams to Robert Trout. Given the ordeals he must confront, living with his disfigurement, he deserved every last ray.

Unlocking the gate, she passed the Private Garden—Do Not Enter sign, then went into the potting shed to deposit the pine cones and twigs. She collected an egg from the hen. She’d fry it with some cabbage for supper. A little rabbit stew was left for Arlo Snook, preserved on a small block of ice the boy had splurged on with his stable earnings. He was welcome to the stew.

She brewed a large pot of tea for supper. There was so much of it. The prospect of Allegra Trout reading her leaves thrilled Lavender, the hope that some clue about her mother’s gift might emerge. If the Oracle’s powers were as considerable as everyone said, and as the Crier vaunted, the mystery of the cache might be cracked open, and the era of scrounging would be over.

As Lavender shredded cabbage, she thought how fuzzy her mind had become lately, how distracted she was, how scattered her brain, for she hadn’t thought to tote the packet of tea with her that day, in case Allegra Trout strolled the village’s core. Nor had Lavender taken the fine pencil she meant to give Robert. She’d been dreamy, off somewhere else; no wonder harp song reached her from some plane beyond this one. She grew misty as autumn air over a marsh, woolly as the socks in her wellington boots. And she hadn’t asked Robert if he’d laid a stem of yarrow on her doorstep; given local people’s ease with disclosures, it wouldn’t have been that difficult to find out where “the village flower girl” lived. Everyone, except newcomers, knew the address of the apothecary’s garden.

Despite Lavender’s mind sputtering like a lantern low on fuel, one thing remained stubbornly fixed, constant, indelible: the blood marks on her dress that still soaked in the mixture of wine vinegar, turpentine and hartshorn.





Ten

For the next three days, Lavender crafted wreaths, glued felt eyes, ear tufts, wings, on bract scales, pine cones turned into owls. Her fingers caked with the homemade paste mixed from flour, water. She affixed an owl to each wreath, and wound ribbon, and finished the thing off with a bright-orange bow through which she wove a stem of dried yarrow, for protection. To fend off malevolent Spirits. All Hallows’ Eve wasn’t so very far away.

She stacked the wreaths in her floral cart and left for the train station. This time she remembered the pencil, the tea—even though Robert Trout said the reading would cost nothing. Lavender could present it as a gratuity, to cultivate the Spirit Medium’s goodwill towards her.

The day was crisp and bright, and a sizable crowd awaited the train. Luckily, people found her wreaths charming and droll, and she soon sold most of them.

Afterwards, she wheeled her way over to a tent decked out with a shimmery fringe, a large hand-painted banner: Madame Marlin, Famed Tasseographer! Your Future Awaits: Advice in Love, Health, & Life’s Conundrums. The tent’s front flaps were tied back, so Allegra Trout was easily visible, seated within, at that moment studying a teacup’s interior for a young lady in a splendid dress, a peach-blossom shade, and a bonnet with an ostrich feather. “Madame Marlin,” so obviously Allegra, wore resplendent robes, a bright, elaborate gold head scarf, crescents of turquoise brushed on her eyelids, and lip paint hued like an intense sunset over Lake Ontario. Enormous earrings the size, almost, of wagon wheels. On any other woman the effect would have been garish, but the costume only highlighted Allegra’s beauty.

Madame Marlin. New costume, new name, it seemed.

Lavender hovered, trembling, at the tent’s entrance. Why did her nerves jangle? Why was the prospect of knowing the future unnerving? We seek it, yet fear it. As a floriculturist, she dealt in immediate time; once cut, flowers’ futures were known, there was no speculation.

Coins tinkled into a bowl and the ostrich-topped lady left, all smiles.

“Next!” Madame Marlin’s shrill summons.

Lavender entered the tent and perched on a stool across from Allegra, a small table between them.

“Hello, Miss Trout.”

Allegra’s blue-lidded eyes flashed. “Today I’m Madame Marlin. I take it you’d like your leaves read?”

Lavender nodded. “I hope you’re feeling better since when we last met?”

“Much. Your cures worked. How lucky to encounter an apothecary in a graveyard!”

The scarved Oracle began to rustle about, removing an iron pot suspended over live coals, a sort of primitive chafing dish. She poured tea from the pot into a cup, bone china, floral patterned, and gave it to Lavender. “Drink this. When the leaves settle, I’ll read the messages therein.”

The tea restored Lavender. She set her cup down.

“Give it a minute or two,” Allegra instructed.

The two women stared at each other. The tasseographer’s look was frosty; in a moment, icicles might form on her long eyelashes. This chill confused Lavender, who had, out of kindness, dispensed knowledge of herbal cures. Mightn’t a bit more civility be in order?

“You’ve been talking with Robert.” Allegra’s tone was blunt, the jab of a butter knife.

Lavender didn’t deny it.

“And out in some secluded thicket, no less,” Allegra went on. “And he recited poetry, of all things—from that damned book of his. And before that, wasted his money on your flowers at the train station. We needed that money.”

These facts also couldn’t be denied (though Lavender had no knowledge of the Trouts’ financial situation).

“Buying beautiful things is never a waste,” Lavender said. She couldn’t leave the flower slur unaddressed. Then she stayed quiet, on her little stool. Allegra made the poetic encounter in the woods sound—illicit. And her opinion of poetry seemed to match her regard for flowers.

Allegra took the teacup. Just before scrutinizing the leaves, she said, “Don’t distract him, Miss Fitch. I need his full attention for the work; we’ll begin preparing for my All Hallows’ Eve Mystical Extravaganza very soon. If I’m being too subtle, I’ll be more direct: keep your distance from Robert.”

Someone coughed at the tent’s entrance, clearly an orchestrated cough, intended to signify impatience. It was just as well, because Allegra’s admonition irked Lavender; she felt like a scolded child. She’d had enough of the Oracle for the moment, and needed time to parse the implications of her harsh words. “Please read me the news in the leaves, Madame Marlin.”

Allegra stared into the teacup, twitched her sunset mouth and knit her eyebrows.

“Here it is:

Someone arrives.

Someone departs.

Someone remains.”

“That’s it?” Lavender blurted. Disappointment welled within her. “Do you see no signs of—treasure? A trove of coins? Anything—monetary?”

“There are no further messages. Next!”

Lavender felt all but ejected from the tent. Such brusqueness, and after she’d helped remedy Allegra’s headache through prescriptive advice. The terse expulsion made Lavender forget the small packet of tea in her coin purse, and the pencil. Lavender had planned to ask Allegra to give the latter to Robert. That plan now seemed unwise. So she returned to her cart and steered it back towards the village’s core.

The tea leaves’ cryptic code led her no closer to her mother’s gift. The code could mean anything. People arrived in Belleville all the time, departed every day. Remained—where was the news in that? Worse, the warning about Robert saddened Lavender to her marrow. It had been so long since she’d engaged with any gentleman, with the notable exception of Dr. Minyard, in animated talk—Mrs. Rose’s erstwhile suitors did not qualify—and she’d forgotten how fully enjoyable the experience was.

Sad, too, that while Lavender’s coin purse hadn’t lost any of its contents, the reading had not, in fact, been free of charge. It had cost Lavender hurt feelings, had resembled a scolding more than tea-leaf divination. And the warning about Robert quite ruined Lavender’s day.

PROCEEDS FROM THE wreaths’ sales didn’t cheer her as much as they should have either; but they would provide food for several weeks, if she was thrifty. Lavender was too worn out from the frenzy of wreath-craft, too deflated from the tea-leaf session and its ominous undertones, to visit the butcher’s shop on her way home from the train station. She and the boy could eat boiled cabbage for supper. He had been out so much lately. Long hours at the Stables, plus whatever new pursuits he’d found; Lavender would press him on this latter point. She hadn’t overcome her worry about the dubious types who loitered around the Stables. Arlo was still in her charge, after all. Excessive leniency on her part might prove perilous, and lately she hadn’t, by her own admission, been attentive enough.

She stumbled, weary, into her house and lay down on the fainting sofa. Her mother’s harp had played only once. That, too, disappointed. But why wasn’t one magic concert enough? Why must we always want more? Long ago, a circus tightrope walker, she recalled, had prevailed along his rope. But the audience, edged on their seats, unsated, clearly longed for him to walk it again. Then, as she drifted towards sleep, another image from an even earlier circus came back, fully colourized. She’d been under that big top with her parents, before her mother’s death. The dormant image arose from some deep repository in Lavender’s memory. There was a girl on a horse, performing a series of breathtaking calisthenics graceful as ballet, as the animal circled the ringed stage. Watching, the audience marvelled and sighed, awestruck, all of them. The galloping horse rounded the ring again; the girl did a handstand on its back; the crowd cheered rousingly. Around the ring again, one shapely girl-leg raised, toe pointed, then the other. The crowd’s triumphant roars nearly lifted the roof off the vast tent. And again. They couldn’t get enough of her. Nearly asleep now, Lavender mused, woozily, about the uncanny dislodging of the circus images from the depths of her mind, like daguerreotypes, or tiny pictures stamped in wax.





Part II

Moss

I am not to speak to you—I am to think of you when

I sit alone, or wake at night alone,

I am to wait—I do not doubt I am to meet you again,

I am to see to it that I do not lose you.

—WALT WHITMAN, Leaves of Grass





Eleven

Amaryllis Ferrigan was a wild girl who ran away from home in Charleston, driven by her dream to study botanic medicine in Philadelphia. Young Amaryllis begged a renowned lady practitioner there to take her on as an apprentice. This lady, known variously as “plant healer” and “weed witch,” followed in the footsteps of the famed root doctor Samuel Thomson. Shooed away at first, Amaryllis stuck herself, like a burr, to this lady, and acquired some knowledge. There was serendipity, too: Amaryllis had an aunt in Philadelphia who took in the wayward girl, even taught her harp lessons.

Zealous for knowledge, the girl from Charleston smuggled herself, hooded and cloaked, into a medical lecture theatre. Afterwards, as she made her covert departure, a young man accidentally bumped against her, toppling her hood and exposing her long, rippling hair. It was Roscoe Fitch, who, in the following weeks, grew smitten in equal measure with the pretty Southerner’s herbal knowledge and her musical talent. Amaryllis, who’d contemplated joining a religious order with specialty in caring for the sick, soon enough cast aside a habit in favour of a wedding veil to marry “the terminally charming man from the land of snows,” as she used to call Lavender’s father. But her passion for medicinal plants never waned. Roscoe honoured this by giving his new wife, as a wedding gift, a fine portrait of Hildegard of Bingen, which still graced the bedroom wall.

Lavender’s mother was never an official apprentice to her husband’s apothecary work, but was one, really, in all but name. For she often filled in when he travelled, and people trusted Mrs. Fitch’s cures and compounding skills as much as her husband’s. And Lavender suspected more than once that people contrived ailments simply to hear the pleasing Southern lilt in her mother’s speech. But most ailments were real, many serious.

The times when her mother oversaw the shop, she took little Lavender along. The apothecary aisles were a grand place to “play doctor” with her doll. Her mother kept a steady eye on her, lest she play too close to the cabinet labelled Dangerous Substances/Poison. Even as a child, Lavender knew some of the names—wolfsbane, hellebore, belladonna, dog-button seed, St. Ignatius’ bean, strychnine, climbing nightshade, mercury, chloroform. And Lavender was cautioned not to dance too near the apothecary jars. She needed no warning to avoid the jar of leeches!

Between customers, her mother taught her to read. Lavender imbibed the shop’s esoteric language: anodyne, catarrh, diuretic, expectorant, carminative, alkaloid, vermifuge. The intriguing words on jars, shelved, in tidy rows, like turnip seaweed, powder of violets, sow thistle. The names of every bark and root and powder and tincture and liniment and extract and balm, and she revelled in their complex smells. She loved, too, the pretty apothecary jar labels. Everyone called the little Fitch girl a quick study. She might herself, hardly tall enough to peer over the shop’s walnut counter, have prescribed: caraway seeds for colic; hop extract for alcoholic mania; and many others. And, of course, there were the crocks of sweets for sale. Peppermint sticks. Lemon drops. Sugar plums, and more. When customers whispered their woes into her mother’s ear, and she dispensed whale oil, or antimony, Lavender asked, later, what ailed them. She was a naturally curious child. Her mother would brush aside the question, saying, “It won’t mean anything to you, my girl, you’re too young to understand.” But in those moments Lavender learned that the apothecary shop was a place of secrets.





Twelve

Sodden weeks passed. Plink. Plink. In the upstairs bucket, rainwater pooled. Autumn turned a crabbed face to Quinte’s shores. It was too inclement to venture out except for matters of necessity. The world had become one of Mistress Dot Tickell’s paintings, a mural of dreariness. Arlo Snook still worked at the Stables, and a portion of his wages, while not princely sums, kept hunger’s wolf eight steps, instead of one, away from the door. Lavender grew thinner, more dispirited. There had been no more harp song. And no blooming stems appeared on her doorstep. All magic had abandoned the world.

The Oracle’s Mystical Extravaganza drew near. Whenever Lavender ran her damp errands for soap, oatmeal, flour, soup bones, the imminent show was all people talked about. More and more ladies wore bonnets that copied Allegra Trout’s. Cobblers hadn’t managed to emulate those pointed boots, at least not that Lavender had noticed as she’d hurried through the streets, skulking under her umbrella, deliberately not scanning the grey mist for Robert Trout. The next minute, scanning it. Would it be her fault if she encountered him in the village? But Robert and Allegra were likely occupied with the spectacle’s preparations. Allegra’s warning that day in the tasseography tent still resounded, unpleasant, in Lavender’s ears. Had the medium issued similar words to Robert? There was no way for Lavender to know; she could only avoid thinking about it. Which was like not thinking about a calliope tooting forth its steamy notes in front of one’s house once the image presented itself to the imagination.

She sold more owl-trimmed wreaths, but only a few; there were sparse numbers of people at the train station market, and she had, in any case, limited supplies. The weather had been too wet to gather twigs and pine cones in the woods. Fear of catching pneumonia was also a severe deterrent; that illness had snatched her mother from the world. It was risky enough for Lavender to stand there, damp, numb and peddling wreaths by the train tracks.

THE MORNING OF All Hallows’ Eve, Arlo Snook floated above the moon in anticipation of the Oracle’s show. Word on the stable straw was that the event would bring many more horses into Belleville; the boy would work late, then meet Lavender at the courthouse. He gave her money, from his earnings, for her admission. Many declared the cost steep but then, in the next breath, deemed no cost too great if it meant reuniting with a loved one. That, surely, was worth all the coins saved in one’s Mason jar.

A steady drizzle permeated the morning; afternoon saw no improvement—rain pelted down. Lavender boiled water from the rain barrel and washed her hair. Despite Allegra Trout’s hostility in the tasseography tent, Lavender dared to hope that she might gain access to her mother’s spirit that night. Perhaps the medium would set aside prejudice in the name of a higher cause, a spectral quest. And Lavender might be permitted to ask her mother’s spirit a question, the question: the nest egg’s location. And if one further question was allowed, how had her mother played the harp in the parlour not so long ago? In anticipation of the evening’s magic, Lavender chose a maroon velvet dress with a double skirt, a favourite her mother had worn for her harp concerts. Perhaps the dress’s familiarity would prove a boon. For who wouldn’t find joy in reuniting with a beloved frock?

While Lavender had often traversed the streets, and woods for that matter, during daylight hours, darkness told a different tale. There was no one to escort her to the courthouse; luckily, it wasn’t very far. Still, for protection, she attached a small section of peony root and yarrow to a thin but sturdy length of ribbon tied around her neck—unorthodox jewellery, but there was no help for it; her walk to the courthouse would take her near the building where men of the Orange persuasion met. She could only hope one of the local constables was on duty.

Lavender had also hoped for a burnished moon on an October night. A moping owl. It was hard not to indulge in fancy on All Hallows’ Eve. But rain persisted. No moon. No owl. At least she had her umbrella. The village was thickly populated, no doubt due to the spectacle. Extra gas lamps had been placed along the streets to deter unruly conduct and crime. One such lamp illuminated a signboard announcing the evening’s event; its arresting print-font hailed Allegra Trout as “a woman of superlative beauty.” Lavender pulled her shawl tightly around her and hurried along. People swarmed into the courthouse, and while this caused a tense jostle of bodies, it dissolved people’s edges, making it less obvious that Lavender attended unaccompanied.

Entering the courthouse, she dropped her admission payment into a box with gold-leaf trim. The large chamber, dank-aired, was filling quickly, its aura all twitchy anticipation. Lavender squeezed herself beside a lady she didn’t know onto one of the long benches in the chamber’s midsection. Another woman, more advanced in years, winter-haired, took the spot to her right. This woman looked familiar; most likely she’d bought flowers from Lavender at the railway station.

“You’re the daughter of Roscoe Fitch, the late apothecary, are you not?” the older lady queried.

Lavender confirmed this.

“Your father was a fine man. Always so cheerful, dispensing this or that formulary, giving advice. I imagine you’re here hoping to commune with his spirit through the help of Miss Trout’s skills? Perhaps he might be prevailed upon to dispense some remedies for us, since the new apothecary is a wan failure of a man who cares little for his work or customers. I swear we’ve all been sicker since your father’s death.”

Lavender hadn’t met the new apothecary; the transfer of her father’s business had been conducted by a legal notary (whom she’d paid). “I can’t comment on the new apothecary, Madam, but I’d welcome my father’s spirit, yes. And equally, my mother’s.”

“We’ve all lost someone,” the snow-haired lady said. “If not cholera, fire, water, pox of cows, or simply time’s relentless, grinding grist-wheel.”

This poetic turn impressed Lavender. No further comment seemed needed, and in any case, the lady sank into the mother-dough of her bready thoughts.

More people filed into the courthouse. As they found seats, their shuffling movements caused a reverberant din that, in truth, brought Lavender relief as it curtailed further chat with those seated near her. Her days alone crafting wreaths and mending stockings and endless dreary cabbage meals and not thinking of Robert Trout had impaired her sociability. She glanced over her shoulder; people now jostled for a place to stand along the building’s back wall. The faint smell of whiskey reached her, mingled with tobacco, human musk, toilet water and stable smells.

Scanning the crowd further, Lavender recognized hawkers from the train station market, ladies who’d purchased her flowers and several of Belleville’s leading businessmen. Mr. Blacklock from the tea store. Owner of the gas works. Glass dealer. Dock and railway officials with their plump wives. The Village Crier, periwig off for a change. The odious driver who spat on her stoop and was complicit in the floral swindle. A few rows away, Dr. Minyard tipped his hat. Lavender waved. The doctor’s presence was reassuring in any setting. Mrs. Clement Rose waggled her fingers from across the chamber, Mr. Rose statue-like beside her. Some ladies wore bonnets like the Oracle’s. Lavender didn’t see any copies of the deep-crimson velvet cape Allegra had worn the day she stepped off the train; that exact shade of red must be challenging to procure. The Moodies didn’t seem to be present, though they may have been seated beyond Lavender’s line of vision, or perhaps even had a private audience with Allegra Trout. There were many people Lavender didn’t know, in from the country, perhaps, or Kingston.

Mistress Tickell nodded a greeting from a few benches away. Lavender reciprocated. The painter held a sketch pad, no doubt ready to capture the celebrated medium’s likeness, or any Spirits that might appear in visible form.

Some minutes passed before everyone crammed into the building, “like steerage,” Lavender heard someone quip. The rainy weather had deterred few, it seemed. Candelabra blazed throughout the front platform, except near the pulpit-like structure where, if a trial were about to proceed, the judge would preside. Tonight’s judge would be their own eyes. The darker area remained shrouded but for the dim, wavering glow from a taper.

Lavender’s stomach knotted. She sensed a fourth dimension. Perhaps the Spirits waited in a parallel plane, just as anxious with anticipation as the living, mirror reflections of each other.

Just on the cusp of when a crowd’s collective expectancy shifts to impatience, Robert Trout stepped forth from the darkness to the front of the platform. He was dressed in black; long tails trailed from his coat. In all likelihood he wore the same top hat as at the railway station. No sign of Leaves of Grass. His gloves were so white his hands appeared severed from his body, like luminescent doves. He made a myriad of gestures when he spoke, sending the glowing doves of his hands into fluttering flight as if they’d been released from some cage in the dark.

The audience sent out gasps of shock, deriving, Lavender imagined, from those who’d not previously witnessed or didn’t recall the severity of the dire birthmark or whatever caused the red-scarred half of Robert’s face. She thought back to that day at the railway station; it was frightening to look upon in the initial instance. The candelabra’s flickers lent it an eerie crimson cast, amplifying the hue of beets already stamped there.

Lavender pitied Robert anew, for though he must be met in each performance with the horde’s revulsion, she very much doubted these spontaneous eruptions of disgust would become so habitual as to leave the afflicted one unscathed. No person of sensibility could grow inured to being beheld as a—sideshow exhibit. Lavender guessed this constituted part of his antipathy to the touring circuit.

She thought of Allegra’s prohibition, “Keep your distance from him.” Or else what? Losing her chance for a conduit to her mother’s spirit, Lavender supposed, was the cost of disobeying. But a man of sensibility who loved flowers and poetry, and who’d travelled the world, unlike anyone she’d ever met, captivated her, drew her closer, surely as the lilac or honeysuckle. Allegra’s decree was needlessly unjust. After all, Robert was migratory, like Allegra herself. Itinerants. Interlopers, both. Passing through Belleville. Then departing.

Now his dove hands stilled, pressed together almost as if in prayer. He spoke.

“People of Belleville, the hour is upon us. You’ve long awaited this night. Some of you have witnessed Allegra’s prowess in tasseography or tarot, in her guise as Madame Marlin. But tonight she is the one, the only Oracle. Though I myself have devised several ingenious devices to facilitate contact with the spirit world, tonight I am an accessory—an appendage. You did not pay to see me, so without further delay I present my talented colleague, whose reputation grows daily, the oracular—Allegra Trout.”

The moment’s tenor was too ambiguous to dictate a clear response. Should they applaud? No one seemed to know. Rather, they sat suspended, hushed. Robert Trout stepped aside. The whole mood of the thing—candelabra, the formality, his high seriousness—set the stage.

She emerged, stately, tall, wearing the sumptuous red cape. Under it, a gown dripped onto the floor around her feet—which obscured the question of whether she wore those alarming pointed boots, though Lavender wagered she did. As Allegra untied the cape, it dropped from her shoulders. She stepped past it. Her gown, bare at the neck, was ivory, sewn from some silken textile. Long and gathered about her wrists, its sleeves. She wore a black hat with a veil that formed a scrim over her features, though the scrim obscured neither her large, dark, flashing eyes nor her grave demeanour. Unpinned, her luxuriant hair pooled down from under the hat. Perhaps communing with the Spirits was easier with unpinned hair, Lavender thought. Allegra’s hands were unadorned, no rings. The signboard hadn’t sunk to hyperbole: Allegra Trout was a woman of superlative beauty. She extended her graceful arms and opened her palms. Turned her hands in a slow roll, her veiled eyes wide, significant, the implication being she harboured no devices on either the tops or undersides of her hands. Her voice, when she spoke at last, was low-pitched, monolithic, with a ventriloquized quality as if beckoning itself from some distance. She spoke in stops and starts.

“Some of us—such as I—have been bestowed a gift—more than a gift—a duty—to share with you news from the spirit world, and the future. A gift of communion and prophecy. This last I shall impart first.”

Her words smacked of a memorized script, which, to Lavender, fell short in authenticity. But then Allegra had performed innumerable times; perhaps the thing, to her, felt rote after a while. Robert had slipped away unnoticed, all attention now fixed on Allegra.

There was orphic silence throughout the courtroom. Allegra Trout raised her veil in a slow, ceremonious gesture and draped it back over her hat. Her striking visage approached the whiteness of Robert’s gloves. (Where had he gone?) Her lower lip quivered. Tears appeared imminent.

“There will be a terrible war,” her husked voice reverberated with doom.

Suddenly—disdainful call from the crowd—“Tell us something we don’t know!” Muffled grunts of assent, mallets of laughter.

The medium’s faced shadowed into disapproval. “People, if you wish to receive the full force of my powers, you must enter this place with a mind free from prejudice and skepticism. As for the future, that is all.”

“Wait!” A woman’s summons from deep within the crowd. “With respect to the future—do you have any good news?”

“That is all,” Allegra Trout repeated.

She turned away for an instant, as if to collect herself, then faced the masses again. It turned out that her gown’s sleeves were hooked to the shoulders in some provisional way. She tugged at both sleeves; they dropped to the floor, exposing her bare arms. Her night-hued hair waterfalled over her bare shoulders. Some audience members of the gentle sex snatched their breaths back into their mouths, unaccustomed, no doubt, to seeing such a scantily clad lady in public. A less censorious sound issued from the throats of some gentlemen. Allegra still wore the hat, the veil folded off her face, which bore an earnest expression.

“As you see, I wear on my person no devices or conjuring tricks,” Allegra said. “There is only myself and my powers. I now must determine whether the Spirits are present and inclined to commune with us tonight. If they sense undue prejudice or skepticism in our midst, they may choose to withdraw.” Her voice sounded again as if it recited a script committed to memory. “Or, it being All Hallows’ Eve, they may be busy elsewhere.”

Spirits or not, Allegra Trout already had money in the gold-leafed box. Lavender pinched herself in the arm, a self-inflicted reproach; she must steer her thoughts from cynicism. Allegra Trout had herself said the Spirits would stay away if they sensed an inhospitable tenor. Lavender pitched her ears towards the chamber’s windows, the night world beyond.

Click-clack, clack, bang.

The audience, now hushed in the extreme, detected the noises.

“They are here,” Allegra Trout said. “Not rapping overly loud, but here, nonetheless.”

Everyone’s nerves pulled tighter than reins on high-strung horses, Lavender felt it. The back of her own neck issued forth a prickling sensation. A lady a few seats away cried out. Another woman in the front row began to sob.

Allegra Trout’s eyes blazed down on the weeping one. “Do not feel anguish, good lady. You heard with your own ears the clicks and clacks, the presence of the Spirits, proof enough, isn’t it, to disprove death as the end of everything?”

A louder sob from the same woman, who now rose to her feet and wailed, “Ambrose—is it you?”

The medium’s face ignited, a knowing look. She tilted her head back, then jerkily forward, until her gaze was levelled directly at the crying one. “Ambrose Blane Buck—drowned in the Bay of Quinte five years back, aged sixteen. Do not cry, good lady—your son regards you from the spirit world with great love and empathy.”

Wonderment buzzed through the courthouse. The buzz translated into How could she know such a thing?

The mother, surely Mrs. Buck—Lavender wasn’t acquainted with her—swayed, swooned. Two women in fine bonnets, one on either side of her, bore her up and murmured, Lavender imagined, words of comfort. Their solicitations worked; Mrs. Buck moaned but remained on her feet, the other ladies laying hold of her arms to support her.

Not far, a hockey stick’s length perhaps, from Allegra Trout, a white shape, vaporous, vertical, an elongated cloud, stood on its end. “Mrs. Buck, the spirit of your son—here,” the medium called out in her same flat, droning manner.

“Ambrose!” The mother’s cry. The hardest heart in the courtroom could not fail to be affected. Several other ladies sniffled, wept. Allegra Trout made a gesture that Lavender translated as a gentle admonition to hush.

Mrs. Buck clenched her hands against the side of her face in the manner of one being simultaneously flummoxed and affrighted. “Can he speak? Does he have any words for me, Miss Trout?”

“I’ll need the spirit slate to translate his words. Robert, bring it to me, please.”

Robert Trout floated out from the darkness behind the judge’s podium. His gloved, glowing hands passed Allegra a small chalkboard, tilting it towards the audience to reveal no words yet written thereon. He turned his head, affording everyone a view of his handsome, unhurt side. Allegra Trout passed the chalkboard slowly across her face, as if she would breathe on it. She repeated this several times. Quick choking sounds emanated from Mrs. Buck’s throat.

“Your son has spoken, Mrs. Buck.”

Louder chokes from that poor lady.

“You may read the words sent direct from him with your own eyes. Robert, help her, please.”

Allegra Trout gave the chalkboard to her assistant, who carried it down from the platform and held it before the distraught mother, who sat next to the aisle.

Mrs. Buck read the words but was too overcome to speak. She bawled loudly. A wave of tense sympathy washed through the courthouse.

“Robert, read them out to everyone, the words that have appeared.”

He peered at the words, as if straining, and indeed the courtroom’s lighting was dim, the candles excelled more in spotlighting than uniformity, or perhaps the calligraphy of the dead was compromised due to a lack of practice. At last Robert spoke, haltingly, spelling and sounding out the letters:

“‘T-H-E—the—W-A-T-T-E-R—water—I-S—is—W-O-R-M—worm—now—M-U-T-H-E-R—Mother—and—I—F-L-O-T-E—at—P-E-A-S—in—it.’ I believe the spirit meant warm,” Robert said. “And the rest of the message, deciphered, is: ‘and I float at peace in it’—peace, not peas.”

Affirming murmurs tinkled along the full benches. Mrs. Buck, who’d managed to remain standing, supported by her companions, now collapsed, weeping with rapture, onto her bench. “It surely is Ambrose,” she cried. “For Lord, he never could spell.”

Subdued laughs and further swells of sympathy through the courthouse, a flourish of handkerchiefs. Ladies dabbed at their eyes. Lavender’s own tears dampened her cheeks. Allegra had been very compelling. Lavender felt sure the medium might draw out the harp back home, draw her mother closer through music. She trembled with hope and folded her arms against her ribs to calm herself.

Allegra Trout’s smile was radiant. “You see, Mrs. Buck, your son is in a tranquil place—with warm water.”

The mother of the drowned boy released ecstatic, crying gulps, then, towards the platform, “Bless you, Miss Trout—it’s a miracle.” Her intonation was dramatic and profound, as in a novel.

The spectators flapped their hands, a warm ovation.

“I am merely the vessel, the messenger, my good lady,” Allegra Trout said, before turning to her assistant. “Thank you for the translation, Robert.” Her face grew sombre. A chill vibrated through Lavender, a current of ache. She was glad she’d left her coat on despite how the courtroom had grown warm with bodily heat.

Allegra Trout drew herself to her full height, extended her sinewy arms and moved her hands with a slow grace, as if she conducted a musical concert. She then lowered her arms to her side. Her face took on a galvanized air, her large eyes rolled back.

“She now enters a tranced state,” Robert explained. “She must concentrate very hard. For this she’ll require a little time. Please be patient.”

After a moment Allegra Trout gazed out at them all, her expression one of vacant calm. “I will now reveal a few things about you, though I know none of you.”

Widespread hush. Laced with concern. A loud cough from somewhere.

“There’s a thief among us tonight,” Allegra said, “and she’d like to steal something from me!”

Groans—shock—

“But”—Allegra kicked her white gown upwards to display those pointed boots—“I’m here to tell her I’m not about to be thieved!”

Exclamations, stupefaction, more shock.

Lavender’s stomach pitched. She gazed up at Robert Trout, still standing beside the Oracle. He appeared stunned, stricken. Gazing down from the platform at her—Lavender. Everyone would assume his pained visage pertained to Allegra’s words. But those words held special significance for Lavender; they were surely intended for her. Robert’s gaze was laced with anguish. His eyes burrowed into hers. He looked as though he wished the floor beneath him held a trap door that would drop him down into some nether-chamber.

Lavender wasn’t in the habit of drawing conclusions with telegraph speed; she preferred mulling matters. But she now scrabbled for a thread on which to hang her hypothesis that Robert—curse it, here she was thinking of him again—must have revealed some—fondness for Lavender, beyond admiring her floral wares and their poetic encounter in the woods. And the Spirit Medium had witnessed them conversing in front of Blacklock’s Tea Shop that day. It seemed Allegra had enough mounting evidence of possible—stirrings of mutual attraction to bring out the deadly nightshade within her. And that, Lavender presumed, was how the Oracle’s touring circuit was sustained, by preventing Robert, whatever he was to her, from forming any attachments.

Allegra Trout resumed her speech. “People, beware of thieves among us.” She let this message absorb. “You have witnessed the materialization of the Buck boy’s spirit followed by his message to his mother on the slate—a small display of my powers to whet your appetites. Heed! In attendance tonight is a melancholy gentleman, and as a balm for his agitations, I offer him a wild orchid. Reach into your pocket with gentle hands and draw it out, Sir, then reveal it to us—raise it for all to see!”

Her long, graceful finger arrowed towards Varn Minyard.

Greatly startled, the doctor reached, then held an orchid high, a pale shade of purple.

Enthused shouts, the kind heard at displays of fireworks. And despite her own disquiet, Lavender was impressed too; the growing season for wild orchids had long since passed.

Allegra Trout smiled brightly. Her bare arms formed milky streaks in the dim light.

“I do not know this gentleman,” she said. “And he doesn’t know me, do you, Sir?”

“Only by reputation,” the doctor said.

“You saw this dignified fellow’s surprise on finding the flower in his pocket. Thus, he carried out no role in placing it there.”

Silence.

Allegra Trout’s low-reed voice broke into a higher register. “I have one more offering for you tonight. I shall summon the spirit of a loved one. Do I have a volunteer?”

This was it. The moment. Lavender raised her hand high. “I volunteer!” she brayed. But a cacophony of urgent pleas arose at the same instant, and every hand in the courthouse sailed high. “Please, please, Miss Trout—choose me!” And “Over here, Oracle!” And “I need a message, matter of life and death”—and so on. Allegra Trout chose a thin man with mutton chops almost exceeding him in size. He croaked his request: he only wanted to know if Nancy still loved him. Dear Nancy gone now seven years, he lamented.

Allegra ordered the place quiet. After a moment, a high quavering reached them, like a flute with a sore throat.

Collective gasps at this unearthly sound.

The thin man rose from his seat. “Is it her, Miss Trout, is it my Nancy?”

More high, hoarse quavers.

“It is indeed your Nancy,” Allegra said.

The man, like Mrs. Buck before him, was quite overcome. “Oh my Lord, Madam, does she impart a message to me?”

Allegra stood in a listening posture, her eyes ablaze.

“Yes. And the news is mostly good. She does indeed still love you, and watches over you—but she advises you rid yourself of those dreadful mutton chops. I am only the messenger, Sir.”

There’d been such grave intensity throughout the large chamber that this latest revelation burst a dam of laughter in everyone. Even the man who’d just received the message laughed, as tears coursed down his hairy face.

Everyone laughed but Lavender. She hadn’t been chosen. She’d been passed over. Her mother’s spirit, for all she knew, might hover just beyond the first layer, so close, yet—

Allegra was speaking, her tone grandiose. “I have transcended the laws of nature and brought you messages from the spirit world, and you’ve heard the rappings and odd flute-like rasps for yourselves, and witnessed the writing on the slate, beheld a fresh orchid, and learned news of the future. You have seen with your own eyes that my body bears no devices, no semblance of trickery. I have had only the assistance of my colleague Robert.” She paused, then issued orders. “All of you, grasp the hand of the person seated next to you.”

A general shuffle of obedience. Lavender felt her hand grasped by the lady to her left, her other hand clutched by the woman on her right. The latter paw clammy. Hand holding made little impression on Lavender; she could think of nothing else but how she’d been passed over, and the way Robert had looked at her when Allegra mentioned a thief among them. Lavender was no doctor, or apothecary, or even apothecary’s apprentice, but she knew pain when she saw it in someone’s eyes. Tears began to bombard her own eyes. Loosening her hands from the ladies’ grasps, she took her handkerchief to staunch them.

Allegra Trout sent her voice into a high, soaring warble. “You have enjoined hands. You are all one now, just as surely as the spirit world is joined to ours. There is a continuous line between our world and the spirit world. Those we loved who now live on the other side remain very much themselves as we knew them. You witnessed it with the Buck boy. He could not spell then, he cannot spell now. Nancy has given this gentleman”—she gestured towards the thin mutton-chopped fellow—“some counsel on his appearance, and affirmed her continued affection.”

A lusty male voice from the back of the courtroom. “How long do you remain in Belleville, Miss Trout?”

“The Spirits may call me away—I cannot say with certainty. But I sense among you, despite some initial prejudice, a receptivity to the spectral world which may hold me here a bit longer. Further revelations may be possible. Until then, the Spirits keep you. Farewell.”

Commendations, beating palms. Robert announced that the courtroom foyer held copies of The Spirit Telegraph for purchase. He then snuffed out the candles on the platform. Allegra departed through a clouded haze. He followed her haze trail out the same door at the platform’s rear through which they first entered. A man in a raggedy coat lit the gas lamps ensconced along the courthouse’s walls to facilitate departure.

The leaving crush was animated. Lavender heard utterances such as “Never witnessed anything like that lady.” “Such powers.” “Never saw anyone with such fetching looks.”

But Lavender’s mind was in too much upheaval to trace the threads of these words very far. She’d helped Allegra Trout. She’d offered headache remedies. Toothache remedies. She had special tea to give the medium. But she’d been passed over. She’d been, for all intents and purposes, called a thief.

Lavender’s gaze suddenly fell upon Arlo Snook—at the rear of the courthouse, wearing his wool cap. He was making his way out, with the others. A girl around his age beside him. Pretty. She was talking to him. Had she accompanied him? Arlo saw Lavender then. He tipped his hand in a chipper salute of a wave. She waved back, gaping at him and the girl. There could be no doubt, they were together, Arlo and the girl. They chattered, laughed. They were two podded peas.

Arlo and the girl slipped out the exit door. Lavender snailed along (departing people often move slowly, conversing on their way out). The rain had shrivelled down to a mist, air suffused with moist gauze. Angling her way politely—others shoved more rudely—she felt, with each homebound step, more distraught over Arlo Snook. Though why shouldn’t a young man have a young lady for a friend?

Mrs. Rose’s words perched on a branch in Lavender’s mind: “Someday the boy will leave you.”

Walking home alone was the least of Lavender’s concerns now. She let herself into the house, dropped her shawl, coat, and umbrella on the foyer bench. Foraging in the pantry, she found a stale biscuit, crammed it between her famished jaws. Pouring a goblet of spruce beer, she aimed to wait for Arlo Snook’s arrival home. Waiting would give her a chance to digest the night’s events:

The drowned Buck boy’s spirit aroused.

Nancy’s fashion advice from the dead.

A wild orchid (out of season) in the doctor’s pocket. The medium had called him “melancholy.” On what account? What did Allegra Trout know about Varn Minyard? The Oracle fixed her attention on both ends of the spectrum—childhood in the Buck boy’s case and, in the doctor’s situation, age, that good man being only a few clock ticks shy of sixty years. And the middle ground? Herself, at twenty-eight, at once spinster and village flower girl. Little wonder Lavender’s hollow-cheeked face in the mirror on the wall stared back at her in bewilderment. Then, heaped atop it all, she’d been called a thief!

A thief among us! Allegra Trout’s coded, public denigration of her—for Lavender knew, beyond doubt’s shadow, to whom the message was directed.

Robert’s anguished eyes, misery darts shooting into hers as she quivered there on her bench, only reinforced this conviction, indeed rendered the evidence irrefutable to Lavender, that Allegra Trout took an adversarial stance towards her.

How, then, would Lavender find a conduit to her mother’s spirit through such a chilly personage?

She imbibed the spruce beer in long gulps—not like a lady. No matter, no one there to witness. Again she considered Arlo, the pretty girl by his side. Their laughter, even from Lavender’s removed vantage point, the courthouse being large, bore the unmistakable hallmarks of intimacy. Lavender felt strangely betrayed, almost inclined to box the boy’s ears when he arrived home, but she’d never laid a hand on him, didn’t subscribe to corporal punishment. And recalling Robert Trout, manacled, pulled along on an invisible chain by the Oracle, made her ponder the essence of freedom. Did not Arlo Snook, at fifteen years, now have a claim to liberty? Oh, what a stew of thought!

The stew was stirred by Arlo’s arrival home. Without the girl.

“In here!” Lavender called from her spruce place at the kitchen table.

The boy hobbled in merrily and took a seat across the table from her. His cheeks flushed, freckles aglow. “Hey O, Vender, was that not a night to remember? More drama than a pageant on a stage.”

She moved the spruce beer jug near Arlo so he might take some, and a small cup. After all, he smoked a pipe and his chin sprouted fuzz; what harm was some ale?

The boy filled his cup.

“Who’s the girl, Arlo? The one laughing with you at the back of the courthouse.”

He shrugged, as if finding it odd she didn’t know. “Oh, that’s Sophie.”

Lavender turned her own, near-empty cup slowly. “And where, Arlo, did you meet this Sophie?”

“The Stables,” the boy said. “She cooks at a nearby inn, but also brings food to us, sells it—rashers and peas, mutton on bread, that sort of thing. Our stable exertions, lugging all that dung, make us about ready to eat one of the horses.”

Vexation prickled Lavender’s cheeks. She studied the boy’s face. It had acquired more flesh. From the girl’s food, likely. Should she not be glad for his nourishment? She should, but a perverse humour bit at her. “I suppose, then, Arlo, since you have this Sophie to feed you, you’ll no longer need the morning egg left by our hen? I could use the additional nourishment, seeing that you have—food sources—elsewhere.” She clunked her now-empty cup down on the table.

The cup’s clunk startled Arlo. He cast worried eyes across the table at her. “Vender, what’s wrong? You’re very—overstrung tonight.”

She didn’t know where to begin, so she didn’t. Instead sat there, a morose sack of bones.

Arlo sensed—she could tell by the way he gulped his drink—the impasse her dark mood had spurred, and declared himself bound for bed. “Vender, I was about to give you this, before you pounced upon me just now.” He pulled a folded paper from his trousers pocket, passed it to her. “The Oracle’s assistant, the tall man with the ruined face, raced after me, right out into the street, made me swear to deliver you this, to say it came from him. Good night, then.”

He limped off to his room.

Lavender unfolded the paper with shaking hands and found, written on it in pencil, five words:

Don’t give up on us. R.





Thirteen

The weather began, gradually, to clear, as if November meant to offer an apology for the previous month’s incivility. Outdoor excursions became a more appealing prospect, earth’s dampness lifted. It was still too early for Lavender to gather evergreen boughs for yuletide wreaths. She needed to devise some saleable craft to fill the gap. Hunger’s wolf lurked close again. And other vexations. The presence of the girl Sophie in their lives, hers and Arlo’s, distressed Lavender; it was like an intrusion. The girl was very pretty, and might steal the boy away from under Lavender’s leaking roof. She’d be alone then, just as Mrs. Clement Rose predicted.

Then there was Robert Trout’s cryptic note. Don’t give up on us. What in the name of last year’s radishes could it mean? That Allegra might recant, soften her stance towards Lavender? And who was us? The Trouts? Or Robert and—she dared to think—herself? Did Mr. Whitman figure in it somehow? If it was a declaration of some sort, it was vague, enigmatic—but then, to cast a more just lens on it, Lavender supposed Robert had had only a few seconds to write it, and must have faced a conundrum, making his way through the departing throngs, then finding Arlo out on the dark street. No, Robert wouldn’t have had time to pen an eloquent epistle. But how did Robert know Arlo Snook? Yet another missing piece of the tiling puzzle.

In truth, Lavender now held out little hope of securing Allegra’s help with respect to contacting the spirit of her mother. And Lavender’s pride still stung from being called a thief. She held hard to offences, she knew that. Some years ago, on a visit to the house on Pinnacle Street, Mistress Dot Tickell had expounded on Lavender’s tendency to hold grudges. While Lavender couldn’t remember the exact gist of the conversation, she nevertheless recalled the artist’s words well: “The world is an ugly pit, a storm of flying insults, and no amount of pretty flowers can improve it. You should cast offences to the wind. Nurse them and they fester, and weaken your strength. I seal mine up in my paintings.” Still, Allegra Trout had, for all intents and purposes, called Lavender a thief. The epithet was unjust, and far off the mark. She hadn’t stolen anything.

The month of November, thus far, had been kind, though not entirely; there’d been a hard frost the previous night. Lavender slid on her coat and went out to the garden. A sad ruin now, except for some stalwart herbs—thyme, sage, mint, parsley. And moss. She studied a luxuriant swatch of moss on the large rock at the back of the garden. Still green, its threads clinging to the rock—a sort of miracle in and of itself. She thought of the lichen and moss on the gravestones at St. Thomas’ churchyard. On her mother’s stone. And soon, likely, her father’s, under which he snored no more.

She ran her fingers over the carpet of moss on the stone. Had she really, fully, she asked herself, searched every cranny of her father’s bedroom? Could the nest egg be hidden there? Lavender thought it doubtful that her mother, knowing full well her husband’s wayward fiscal habits, would stash her savings in his bedchamber, where he might discover them. Then again, after long hours of compounding, his hands worn from working the mortar and pestle, or pill cutter, and after satisfying suppers prepared by their cook, some time spent smoking his pipe in the parlour, Lavender doubted that her father spent many waking minutes in his bedroom. In fact, she’d hear his loud, throated log-sawing mere moments after he retired for the night.

Don’t give up. She’d apply this in a broader sense, to her quest, her life. She dashed back inside the house, peeled off her coat and went upstairs to her father’s bedroom. She’d searched it several times during the past year, since his death. Sorted some of his clothing that could be altered to fit Arlo Snook. Laundered and aired the bedding. Looked inside his dresser drawers. Roscoe Fitch had been nostalgic about his travels; he’d never harboured anti-American sentiment. And why would he? He’d met Lavender’s mother there. Lavender found numerous rail tickets, schedules, notes from pharmaceutical meetings. Letters from apothecaries. Colourful trade cards from medicine companies. Bills of sale for waistcoats, tobacco. She uncovered nothing untoward. The nearest thing was a drawing, rendered in a circus setting, of a girl in a diaphanous dress, juggling large rings while standing on a horse’s back. It might have been the very girl they’d seen, Lavender and her parents, more than twenty years earlier.

She closed the dresser drawer. The only area to which she hadn’t given due diligence was her father’s bookshelves. That surprised her now. She herself often pressed flowers in books when her flower press couldn’t hold a single specimen more. She opened each book carefully, with love, respect; this library had been her father’s vocation, had afforded them a good life—until it didn’t. But still. There was something so tender about a person’s books after they left the world.

Lavender launched a methodical search. Her father had owned an impressive range of pharmaceutical books, including an edition of Wesley’s Primitive Physic, the controversial Mr. Thomson’s New Guide to Health; or, Botanic Family Physician. Herbal tracts by Culpepper, Pliny the Elder and others. Pharmacopoeias and dispensatories. Bound copies of the American Journal of Pharmacy. The Lancet. Dispensatories from Edinburgh—one inscribed by Dr. Minyard, a gift: “To dear old sod, Roscoe, with respect, Varn M.” A handsome illustrated translation of Dioscorides’ Materia Medica. Much closer to home, Mrs. Traill’s book. Lavender’s father had been particularly taken with Letter XIV: “Utility of Botanical Knowledge.” Lavender thumbed her way through some oddities too, like Unparalleled Recipes for the Cure of Some of the Most Dreadful Diseases That Flesh Is Subject To. Literary works—Mrs. Shelley’s Frankenstein. De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater. Some of her father’s older volumes might be sold, she supposed; perhaps the curious little bookseller, Mr. Becket, would take an interest.

She stopped cold in her search. No. No matter how dire her financial situation grew, she couldn’t sell her father’s books. She’d sooner starve before she did that, just as she’d rather starve before she ate a rabbit.

The bottom shelf held only empty medicine bottles and porcelain apothecary jars, very prettily painted ones. (These, perhaps, might be sold.) Lavender peeked inside each one—nothing.

She stood, straightened her back. On the verge of giving up—despite her resolve to not give up—she saw a leather-bound folder wedged at the edge of an upper shelf. She’d missed it somehow. The folder was crammed with loose sheets of paper, each one handwritten, columns of numbers, words, scrawled in the way of recipes. But more private jottings as well, in the mode of a personal journal. Even a few sundry quotes from Shakespeare. Shelley: “All overgrown with azure moss and flowers.” The pages were quite messy, an Armageddon of druggist’s abbreviations, some of which Lavender knew. She also recognized her father’s handwriting. The pages were dated, the earliest 1842, around the time of her mother’s death, to 1859, weeks before Roscoe Fitch’s own death. The manner of notation was highly idiosyncratic. Lavender took the folder to the rocking chair in the bedroom’s corner and, mystified, perused it.

Time sprouted feathers, flew off somewhere, as she burrowed into her father’s notes. It took some effort to decipher the pages’ spiderweb-like arrows, diagrams, words struck through. At last, a sort of logic surfaced. It seemed he’d been developing a medicine of his own invention, with the aim of selling it. He had spent numerous months on nomenclature, vetting his own ideas.


Fitch’s Infallible Tonic for Melancholics and Mourners (no—too specific, broaden)

Fitch’s Cure-All Poke Root Syrup Guaranteed to Produce Buoyancy of Thought, an Easing of Spirits & Pervasive Sense of Well-Being (too long, difficult to fit on the label)

Fitch’s Liquid Livener for the Inconsolable (too whimsical)

Fitch’s Bitters for Bereavement: Turns Bitter to Bittersweet (unwieldy, simplify)

Fitch’s Fervent Tonic (Yes.)



The bulk of the material in the folder suggested that her father had served as his own laboratory. Entries such as Variation #18: Decrease levels of morphine; increase brandy, adjust allspice, add mint from garden. Neutralize boiled seeds, too much of a scorched taste. Variation #19: Adjust further. Try different garden plants. Consider cannabis. Felt light-headed after latest dose, work needs lucid mind.

Then random fragments:


Mrs. Winslow’s Soothing Syrup—too much morphine? Pay outstanding bill for purgative chemicals. Pay Squibb for cannabis extract shipment. Pay other pharmaceutical suppliers. Search again for Rilly’s old curative tea formula. Hypodermic treatments—ask Minyard’s opinion (?) Apply for patent? Too early?



Her father had gone through many “variations” of his tonic, more notations on those attempts. Variation #23 seemed to be the one. Her father’s notes turned rhapsodic:


At last, I believe the tonic to be perfected—its effect is divine—added cannabis. Last night, in the parlour, I heard the most celestial music! Beloved Rilly’s harp! Played a celestial air, with her exact phrasing; only she could play the song like that. I was swept away, transported to another place, where she is now, and I swear my fingers brushed her hand. #23 has marvellous efficacy.



This entry was dated during the time Lavender was away at school in Cobourg. “Rilly” had been her father’s pet name for her mother. So, Lavender’s father had heard the harp play too. She wasn’t the only one.

Lavender closed the folder. The fragments and frenetic notes told a jagged tale of a man inconsolable after his wife’s death. A man in debt. They filled in the blanks of her father’s long hours in his apothecary shop, likely developing his tonic. Lavender had sensed a change in him when she returned from Cobourg Ladies’ Academy. Subtle, yet noticeable. He’d grown quiet during her time away. He still worked long hours, and remained pleasant to all. He didn’t seem unhappy, simply not quite—present. Elsewhere, somehow.

The papers had clarified some things, but none related to the nest egg.

Lavender placed the folder back on its shelf and went downstairs. It was time for her to don her hat of commerce once more. There seemed no respite from scraping along, week by week. She brewed tea—still so much tea—and pondered what materials she had for botanical crafts. She cast her mind back to the rich, emerald, robust moss in her garden. Rather an unsung hero, moss. She’d read of its use staunching wounds on the battlefield. Might it be repurposed as a more decorative art? She’d often used moss, crafting her floral wares; it formed a fit cone within which to nest a tussie-mussie. Lowly handmaiden to the main posies’ splendour. But now—Lavender’s mind lofted on emerald wings to new heights—why couldn’t moss constitute its own soft art? She’d elevate it, bring it to the fore, give it its due. The world was leaching colour, turning sepia, the hues of late autumn; soon it would wear winter’s monochromatic shades, dark branches pearled with snow. Moss would bring colour to their days until yuletide wreaths were in demand.

Although the weather displayed its hospitable side, she knew snow might blanket Quinte’s shores any day. Enough of the afternoon remained for Lavender to begin her moss-craft. She took the willow basket, bundled up and set out for the woods. She passed the Village Crier, who hailed the benefits, to all and sundry, of gargling oil, bitters, purgatives for ringworm; clearly, he’d been commissioned by medicine makers. She bustled by people on the street, heard snippets of talk: the Oracle’s breathtaking show of her powers, how, surely, given the All Hallows’ Eve triumph, she’d display her talents again. Lavender passed the drug rock, with its ad for kidney pills painted on it, and pushed out into the woods.

It felt good being outdoors, even though the barren trees lent a forlorn cast; a milky moon ghosted the sky, though it was still afternoon. She hurried. Fresh air was the best tonic just then. Allegra Trout’s accusation of thievery still rankled Lavender, and the discovery of her father’s clandestine laboratory—she suspected Dr. Minyard hadn’t known about the Fervent Tonic—surprised her. Her father’s hearing of harp song mystified her. Arlo Snook’s new feminine friend worried her. And Robert Trout’s cryptic note baffled her.

Lavender’s mind swirled with it all; the search for moss brought a merciful diversion. The bracing air keened her senses. Moss was one of those things that, once one was aware of it, was everywhere. She knew its subspecies from botanical books: bearded moss, bog moss, grizzled emerald, twisted moss. Reindeer moss. Emerald tufted stubble. Toothless moss. Maidenhair. Woolly fringe. It was the earth’s pantry, feeding its surroundings. Expansive green mother. Lavender recalled one species in her own garden that, to the touch, felt like her mother’s hair. Mother-hair moss. In a floriography book, Lavender had read that moss stood for motherhood, charity. All the more to adore.

She perused the ground, found:

pocket moss

pincushion bristle

wasted-tea moss

stubble-on-a-boy’s-chin moss

prickly oracle moss

heart’s tussle

Oh, the tales moss told. She filled her basket. While bent at her harvesting work, a vision came to her: she’d craft cards of greeting and, on each one, a heart formed from moss. She had flour. Water. She’d mix a glue to affix the mossy hearts. She had some old card stock; its antique cast might lend charm. Perhaps Mr. Becket would sell some cards in his shop. And there was always the train station. There—again, the earth had provided a form of livelihood. Though never enough, it seemed, to repair the leaking roof. But enough to improvise a living a little longer.

As Lavender toted her basket, with its soft cargo, back to her house, she was pleased how her earlier pother had transmuted to creative energies. She hadn’t let go of Allegra Trout’s slight, far from it. Rather, she stowed it in a drawer in her mind—for the moment. She hadn’t forgotten her father’s grief. Or Robert Trout’s note.

And now, on her doorstep, she found the loveliest orchid! It had the same soft-purple shade as the one Dr. Minyard had drawn from his pocket on All Hallows’ Eve at the courthouse. Lavender brought it into the house, placed it in a vase and mulled. One thing seemed highly likely: it hadn’t been left there by Allegra Trout.





Fourteen

The first few moss-heart cards fell short. Lavender sought Arlo Snook’s opinion. After teasing her about “her secret admirer back again,” meaning the orchid, the boy said, “The moss-craft holds promise, Vender. I think these will be very nice.” Always the diplomat, Arlo. Then he skittered off to work, avid as an elf in a folk tale. Clearly, the Stables’ allure exceeded the parlour’s crafts. No doubt the girl, Lavender thought. Then: Let the boy breathe, allow him his life.

With effort, her cards improved. They’d no calligraphy; she wasn’t adept at it. What could offset their plainness? A lavender sprig pressed within! Her namesake plant scented the cards in a pleasing way.

Two days later, Lavender had enough cards to warrant a trip to the train station market. The train would arrive soon; there wasn’t time to change out of her drab brown work dress. It didn’t matter anyway, her coat would conceal it. She bundled herself, and set out with her basket. Wagons and buggies rolled past, as usual. No need yet for horse-drawn sleds.

At the station, train waiters palavered as usual. Gentlemen’s talk centred on “the wondrous Miss Trout,” her astonishing powers, arousing face and form (their wives being out of earshot). Their thirst for another “spectacle.” Lavender circulated on the platform. How people loved to prattle and prate. When the subject wasn’t the approach of Christmas, or whether Mr. Lincoln would become president, it was Oracle, Spellbinding Lady Allegra. Lavender tried to hear concrete evidence of another performance, but couldn’t discern enough to bind variant words into a nosegay of meaning. So she perambulated, sending out her barker’s cry: “Hearts of moss! Handcrafted greetings!” Not her finest turn of phrase perhaps, but people approached, she sold several cards. A girl in rags asked to see them, fancied one, but confessed, sorrow admixed with shame, she hadn’t the money. So well acquainted was Lavender with that feeling, how often she herself longed for a candied apple, or new shawl, she gave the girl a card.

At the same moment, sunlight brandished the sky’s dishpan grey.

Mistress Dot Tickell painted at the station. After Sampson had sped away, eastbound, the artist hailed Lavender.

“What is it you sell now, Daughter of Amaryllis?”

Lavender drew forth the moss-heart cards. The painter scrutinized one, opened it, and the sprig of lavender fell out, purpling the ground. If only the painter could pass along a pleasantry and leave it be. But Mistress Tickell’s temperament ran against the grain.

“Moss? So now, Daughter, you grub at the earth for your bread and butter?”

“So it seems, Mistress.” Lavender knew better than to mine for praise, but also knew the painter didn’t speak these words from spite. Lavender smiled, and wished Dot Tickell luck with her paintings.

“Damnable sun! It’s spoiling my colour scheme!” Lavender heard the artist grumble as she carried her remaining cards back into town. She’d see if Mr. Becket, the strange miniature bookseller, might take an interest in them, keep some for sale.

Lavender never reached Mr. Becket’s shop. At the business district’s edge, Robert Trout, in his fine wool overcoat, hurried towards her. His expressive, marred face right there. She stopped.

“What a fine, snowless day it is, Miss Fitch.”

An odd salvo. It seemed he meant to scrub the spirit board clean, erase Allegra’s thorniness. The awkwardness at the courthouse. A game of sorts?

She’d play.

“Fine it is, Sir. Are you by yourself?”

Robert Trout smiled. “No, Mr. Whitman walks with me.” He patted his coat pocket. Then: “Did the Snook boy give you my note?”

Lavender nodded—slightly. Not yet ready to board that buggy; Robert plunged in too quickly. “Quite the triumph at the courthouse, Mr. Trout. I commend you—both.”

He thanked her—weakly. Then the time for sport seemed over. He drew himself to his full height, his expression austere. “Might I speak with you? It’s a matter of urgency.”

Several ladies walked near them, whispering. The town had once again become a glass tank for fish.

She nodded—strongly. “Right here on the street?”

“I was thinking of—your house. It would afford privacy. Also, after my Whitman recitation, you alluded to some spiritual presence in your parlour. I’d like to investigate it, with your permission. It would make for interesting research.”

Garters and stars. “When?” she asked.

“At present? If it’s not an undue intrusion? And you’re not otherwise occupied?”

What could she say? That she’d been gluing moss to paper? But having him in her parlour? But then, why not? It wasn’t as if he came to her house as a suitor, or beau. By his own admission, he was a spiritual researcher. Arlo Snook was at the Stables, and had been returning home later with each passing week. Lavender hadn’t ever been alone with a gentleman in her parlour. Mrs. Rose’s arranged meetings with suitors had taken place at her own house, or in some public venue like a church picnic. But with Robert Trout, Lavender sensed no sinister or untoward design. In the name of heaven, he walked around with a volume of poetry—what harm could come to her? And she could, at last, give him the Ebenezer Wood pencil.

“Yes,” Lavender said. “I mean no, I’m not otherwise occupied. But what of your—obligations? Where is your famed counterpart?”

Robert laughed, wistful. “Allegra? Gone to the shops. The courthouse profits dictate a new frock.”

The thought of the Spirit Medium bristled Lavender. Some ladies got new dresses, others didn’t.

Averse to more clacking tongues, peering eyes, Lavender advised Robert that they arrive at the house at different times, a few minutes spaced apart.

She sent him a significant look. “You know where my house is, I think, Mr. Trout?”

The fair side of his face shaded pink. “Yes. Such information isn’t hard to glean in this village. People are very free with their words. Which allowed me to leave a stem of blooming yarrow and, much more recently, an orchid on your doorstep. I hazarded a fairly safe guess that you liked flowers.”

So, the mystery was solved. She laughed, warmth suffusing her cheeks. “They were lovely surprises, Sir. And were people’s ‘free words’ also how you know Arlo Snook, to whom you gave the note after the courthouse event?”

He shook his head. “No, I know the boy from the Stables. I secured a buggy to purchase some supplies for our work.”

Arlo hadn’t mentioned it, but then he was home much less lately. Lavender added directives: when Robert arrived, he should dodge around the side of her house and enter through the back garden. There was a latched, though not locked, gate. She’d meet him at the rear door.

The pact sealed, she hurried home to a chilled parlour. Typical of November. Chagrined at having no cake or tarts there to offer her guest. Plush as moss, Lavender’s heart; frayed as old rope, her nerves. She tossed kindling and wood into the fireplace, lit some used brown butcher paper under her hasty arrangement.

Robert arrived, as instructed. She led him into the parlour, unkempt with strewn paper and moss. Apologized for the room’s untidiness.

“Here, Sir.” She bid him sit on the horsehair chair.

The parlour now held a kind of—vibrational aura.

Lavender brewed tea for them, and while it steeped, she perched on the fainting sofa’s edge. Someone arrives, someone departs, someone remains. Someone had certainly arrived. She stared across the parlour at Robert Trout, who studied the floor. Perhaps he too wobbled for a way to converse. But the visit had been his proposal. For an instant, Lavender had this dreadful waking dream that Allegra strode, in those boots, right into the parlour, wielding a sabre and—

Robert Trout was speaking. The red-scarred side of his face seemed about to ignite into flames. He couldn’t let another day pass, he said, without apologizing for Allegra’s deplorable behaviour at the courthouse. Lavender supposed he meant being called a thief? He did.

“Oh, Allegra behaved with equal incivility when she read my tea leaves, Mr. Trout,” Lavender said, pouring the tea.

“What do you mean?”

“She warned me to keep my distance from you—those words linked, I assume, to her accusation of thievery.”

His eyes became rudderless boats in ponds of distress. “Yet now, despite this rudeness, you invite me into your parlour and graciously warm me with fine tea and a cozy fireside.”

Lavender swallowed more tea. “I was only following your advice—to not give up. Besides, the rudeness did not emanate from yourself.”

The parlour warmed.

Robert sipped, set down his cup. Gazed around the parlour. His eyes misted and Lavender grew alarmed. Her guest appeared about to—sprout tears. She’d only seen a man cry once, her father, weeping after his wife’s death, while young Lavender had cowered on the very fainting sofa on which she now sat.

“Sir, have I said something to offend you?”

“Of all the heavens, no, Miss Fitch. I was just suddenly overcome by the rustic coziness of your home, the hearth’s heat, and its beauty—even a harp on a stand. That’s all I dream of, having a home.”

“The harp belonged to my mother,” Lavender said. “Gone almost twenty years.”

A buggy rumbled along Pinnacle Street.

“I know,” Robert said. “And am sorry. I’ve seen her grave marker at St. Thomas’ churchyard, and your father’s.” He circled back to his topic. “I’d give anything to have a home. I’m so weary of this rootless wandering, this—circus existence. It’s not an easy road; people sometimes adore us, other times revile us. We’ve had stones thrown at us, Allegra too. She’s been called sorceress, worse names. I was beaten in an alley once. I live like a trained animal, going round and round a treadmill. The moment I beheld your floral cart at the train station that day, everything seemed—different. Possible.”

Lavender glanced over at the harp. It emboldened her somehow. “I think I know what you mean. Allegra does seem to keep you constrained within a very strict surveillance—”

In the hearth, a flame cracked open.

“If Allegra discovers I’m here, there will be retribution. For I’ll have disobeyed her circuit-tour edict, which is, ‘Fraternize with the locals only enough to gain information—death-related details—or to promote the performances. Do not form attachments.’ And she’s used to people doing her bidding—as women of exceptional beauty are.”

His last remark flooded Lavender with a sense of her own dowdiness—there in her patched-over brown work dress.

“Retribution? What can she do?” Lavender probed.

“She can remove herself and me from Belleville immediately, and place us back on the circuit.”

Nothing could be worse. If Robert left, Lavender would become taxidermy, one of the glazed-eyed creatures on Dr. Minyard’s office wall. Or the skeleton’s jangle of bones. This sudden knowledge struck at her marrow; she hadn’t felt so alive in years, ever since the day Robert Trout approached her floral cart.

Her thoughts zagged like stricken larks. Then landed. “I don’t believe Allegra will tear you from this place just yet. For one thing, there’s too much profit to be earned. I mean, her courthouse triumph—surely you made a vast deal of money. I saw the overflowing admission box.”

Even when Robert scowled, he looked—chin so well turned, high forehead so refined, so heightened—so deeply human.

“You make an apt point, Miss Fitch. But Allegra regards a subsequent spectacle with dread and trepidation.”

“Why? The townspeople clearly ascribe to her powers. She has them, as if feeding birds, pecking crumbs from her hand. People will gladly pay to witness another spectacle. For many, she might just stand there on the platform and do nothing, and they’d willingly pay, just to behold her.”

Robert sighed. “A second spectacle requires much skill, for it must outpace the first. It’s a throw of the dice, Miss Fitch—”

“Please explain this to me.”

He continued. “One successful performance serves as an advertisement for us. People travel from town to town, now that you have trains and somewhat passable roads, and, doing so, they tell others about the Oracle. Which greases the axle for our next stop. But if Allegra’s second showing falls short, people hear her labelled fraud and stay away. And the papers print it, too. It undercuts profit. And it’s no salve to her confidence, either.”

People pay to see me fail. Allegra’s words in the churchyard ricocheted back to Lavender.

Robert pushed a lock of hair from the fair side of his face. “Right now, she’s trying to decide what to do, stay or leave. The choice is hers. And until she arrives at a decision, she’ll be, due to her agitated nerves, most churlish to live with this next while. Right now she shops, but after that will sit in her room and stew. But, dervish-like, she won’t be still for long. To ensure people remember her, and to amass extra income between spectacles, she’ll continue her tea-leaf and tarot readings at the railway station market—while the wave of her credibility crests high.”

Carriage wheels outside, a bone-clacking noise. The parlour’s flames had settled, and the room grew so subdued Lavender heard the plink plonk into the bucket upstairs. Rain had started, or maybe it was sleet.

“But why must you fall in line with her? Surely you receive your share of the spectacles’ admission fees, and have your own means?”

“Allegra keeps most of the proceeds,” Robert said flatly.

The injustice of the whole thing rankled Lavender. “And why can’t Allegra simply find herself a new assistant?”

Robert seemed about to reply when the harp began to play. He jolted in his chair, and turned, and beheld, as Lavender did, the moving strings, dulcet strains. Robert Trout gazed, open-mouthed, showing his heavenly teeth, at the harp as the music continued. The instrument issued, really, the most fervent sounds.

Then he stared openly at Lavender, a locked look, similar to that domed moment at the railway station when the world disappeared. “What in Jehovah’s name is this, Miss Fitch? Who is this?”

The fugue carried forward, mellifluous as a spell.

“It may be my mother,” Lavender said. “The harp belonged to her, as I’ve said. It has played once before, but only when I’m alone in the house—until today.”

“Is this the phenomenon you’d mentioned to me on an earlier occasion?”

She nodded. “You’ve witnessed many things mystical, Mr. Trout. Can you advise me on how an instrument might play of its own accord?”

Robert thrummed his fingers through his dark, lush hair. “I’ve not witnessed anything like this, but I’ve heard of a French piano that, allegedly, by some device of valves and paper rolls, is reputed to produce sound of its own accord. But its music is dull and mechanical, not like this—wonder—with its range of affectivity, nuance and dynamics. It’s as though its strings were plied by a poet.”

How celestial he looked, thrumming his hair like that.

“Then you don’t know, Mr. Trout, what causes the harp to play, from where its music originates?”

He cast soulful eyes on her. “On the contrary, I do know. The music can derive from one source alone. You, Lavender.”

His words quaked her hands, her name syllabling forth from him. For at that moment, in that intimate, domestic setting, it didn’t feel too forwardly familiar. What he’d said spawned many questions. But then, “Hey O, Vender, I’m home!”

Arlo Snook clicked the front door open, and seconds later stood in the parlour, smelling of horses, and halting in his tracks on seeing Robert Trout, who greeted him with courtesy. “Hello, young gentleman.”

Arlo could hardly have appeared more stunned if a sabre-bearing woman on a horse had galloped into the parlour. “You’re the magic man,” the boy said dumbly. “And I remember you from the Stables, too.”

Robert laughed, swivelled a graceful finger towards Lavender. “No, she’s the magic one.”

Arlo took this as an arcane quip of some sort, and let it pass. Lavender feared the boy might mention her scorched soup, burnt biscuits or other culinary catastrophes to contradict this claim of her miraculous powers. He didn’t. Instead, he traded pleasantries with Robert Trout. Praised the courthouse spectacle. An icicle of reminder jabbed Lavender’s scalp: if Allegra Trout discovered Robert’s visit to the parlour on Pinnacle Street, all would be over, she’d take Robert away. This must not happen. Lavender needed more time to understand Robert, sort through the tangle that was him, that was her.

Just then, the beautiful tangle caught Lavender’s eyes. He had registered the same concept, which freed the words lodged within her throat. She turned to the boy. “Arlo,” she said, “you mustn’t tell anyone that Mr. Trout has come here today. Can you promise that?”

His young shoulders lilted. “Suppose so, though I don’t see any great secret in it, as folks like to visit each other all the time.”

“This is different, Arlo. Please. You must guard this secret with your life.”

He promised, stiff-faced, then left the parlour “to wash the horse-dung whiff” from his person.

With Arlo out of earshot, Robert turned earnest. “Miss Fitch, I’ve greatly underestimated your talents. They far surpass the floral. I stand—rather, sit—in amazement. Can you pardon a fool?”

She forgave him—though for what, she wasn’t sure.

“Can the boy keep his word?” Robert asked.

By all the perennial blooms in her summer garden, Lavender hoped he could. “And, Mr. Trout, you must not disclose the business with the harp. I need to fathom more of it.”

He agreed readily. Then laughed, his voice tinged with irony. “Allegra would be most envious were she aware of your power to conjure music from air—with no external enhancements.”

“She must not find out,” Lavender said. “I’m already in a scrimmage enough with her. Above all, she can’t know you visited here today.”

“And will again,” Robert said. “It’s a risk, but I can’t restrain myself. A home—your home—is medicine for my soul. Equal to Mr. Whitman’s words. Would you allow me to recite more to you—here, by the fire?”

Lavender mulled this. Thought it risky. Then said yes.

“And then I might hear that transcendental harp music again, for it brings me more light, even, than your riddles.”

He had, Lavender reminded him, heard only one riddle, that day by Blacklock’s store.

The fair side of his face pinkened, then shadowed, as he withdrew a pocket watch and glanced at it. “It’s later than I thought. In the meantime, I’ll hunger for more riddles, more mystical harp song, and you’ll hear Mr. Whitman’s divine words two days from now, around this same hour, three o’clock, for we don’t know how much longer we have.”

Mrs. Rose’s words reverberated, like ghosts, through the parlour: Feel what you can. Life is short.

“Very well,” Lavender said. “Two days. Come around to the back door. And be prepared to hear me plead my case why you should pursue your own life—and break free from your chains.”

“I will let you try, Miss. But know that there are impediments to my freedom.”

Then he left her house on Pinnacle Street, but the hum of him remained. Arlo Snook beckoned her from the kitchen. He’d made them toasted bread with cheese. Lavender called back that she’d be there in two snaps. First she wanted to seat herself on the horsehair chair that, so recently, Robert had warmed, and collect herself.

The situation had become a puzzle. Lavender sensed that Robert understood the vaulted nature of their association. This thing had split itself into two stories. One was a mirage, a well-executed parlour trick, a sleight of hand spun from illusion, from the appearance of no meetings between herself and Robert Trout. The mirage would hold him in their village, provided Arlo guarded the secret. Allegra would believe she prevailed, and kept Robert coerced, subjugated. But—a puzzle piece shaped like a tiny scabrous rogue wiggled loose, worrying Lavender—she should have advised Robert to return with his poetry at night, when he’d be less noted on the streets, for even without his unforgettable face, his tall, aristocratic form cut a conspicuous figure on their streets. She could only hope he’d be discreet; they needed but one set of prying eyes to see him enter the house on Pinnacle Street to ignite a firestorm of talk that might well reach Allegra Trout. The illusion was burdensome to manage and maintain.

Arlo from the kitchen: “Vender! Come eat your toasted bread before it cools, and tell me about the magic man!”

“One moment!” she called back to the boy.

In the other story, the real one that must be nurtured with the gentleness of a seedling plant, two days hence would bring leaves, grass and Robert Trout. His visit must remain clandestine, his company continue; there were too many questions, too much poetry to hear, more harp song perhaps. And the genial hum of him. Peculiar to feel such kinship with a stranger. And sympathy for his rootless plight filled Lavender like an interior stream—a rill and beck that coursed through her veins and chased the coracle of her heart along at a pace so rapid she trembled at the risk of it capsizing, tossing her onto the shores of some barren, alien planet.

The tea leaves rang true. He’d arrived. He’d departed. But, tragic as his face, it seemed impossible that he’d remain. Her heart was moss in a storm, clinging to its rock by a thread. In the distance, a train’s skirling wail. Which direction it tracked, she couldn’t tell.





Fifteen

After Robert Trout’s visit, Lavender deeply felt her parents’ spirits, so present in the house. The harp had played again! Once Arlo Snook left for work, Lavender tiptoed into the parlour and dusted the instrument’s column, half expecting song to arise. She sank onto the horsehair chair, thinking of her father using his own person, all those years, as a chemistry laboratory, testing his invention, a tonic meant to numb the pain of losing his wife. She wondered if his chemical trials might have harmed his heart and precipitated his death.

She mulled the nest egg too. And a new, preposterous theory formed in her mind. She’d searched the house and potting shed thoroughly. Given how much time her mother had spent in the apothecary shop, helping out, was it possible that she’d tucked away the nest egg there, somewhere in a bin, drawer, crock, carboy, demijohn or barrel? The proposition seemed outlandish, but how would Lavender ever know unless she looked into it? After all, she couldn’t afford to leave a single pebble unturned.

A SUDDEN COLD clamped the region in its grip, and as Lavender strode along with purpose, it snowed lightly. She wasn’t quite sure how she’d broach her request with the new apothecary. She recalled the uncharitable words of the woman at the courthouse spectacle about him, “a wan failure of a man.”

Entering her father’s apothecary shop was the strangest feeling; Lavender half expected him, plying his mortar and pestle, to look up when she stepped in and greet her. The new apothecary still hadn’t bothered to change the sign over the door. The only innovation to the shop’s exterior was, Lavender noted, a hand-drawn placard that said: Otis Octavius Raine, Dispensing Chemist.

As she approached the fine walnut counter that ran almost the entire length of the shop, Lavender thought this Mr. Raine wasn’t nearly as old as she’d imagined. He appeared close in age to Robert Trout, nearing forty. And quite athletic. She could discern no change in the place since her father’s ownership. Still the same handsome bas-relief design on the ceiling. Lovely cut crystal carboys, rows upon rows of jars, snow globes. Candy jars. A fire crackled in the stove. It was almost as if the tablet punch and suppository mould were right where her father left them, and Mr. Raine was simply filling in for her father while he was away.

Otis Raine sighed heavily, and asked Lavender what she wanted. She wouldn’t have described him as harshly as the woman at the courthouse, but there was something washed out about him, as if he’d swallowed bleach.

Lavender told him who she was, and that she was looking for “something my mother might have left here in the shop.” She asked if she might take a look around.

The new apothecary shrugged. “Go ahead. I haven’t touched anything in the backroom at all since your father had this place. Along with some sundry papers, there are shelves and shelves of some kind of concoction in there, the bottles unlabelled except for numbers. Your father was a bit of a mad chemist, wasn’t he? I intended to pour it all out and reuse the bottles, but haven’t gotten around to it yet—and don’t think I will.”

She asked why.

Otis Raine shrugged again. “I’m fairly certain I’m not staying here. This is the dullest outpost I’ve ever seen.”

Eager as Lavender was to search for the nest egg, she couldn’t staunch her curiosity, for this man’s opinion diverged greatly from so many others’.

“Dull? How? There’s the train—and celebrities arrive, like the Spirit Medium, Allegra Trout—and her assistant.”

“There’s not even a proper rink for skating. I want to play hockey.”

“But there’s been much excitement of late. Didn’t you attend the Mystical Extravaganza at the courthouse? It seemed like all of Belleville—and beyond—was present.”

Otis Raine uncapped a jar of lemon drops and popped one in his mouth. “I wouldn’t waste my money on those Spirit Quacks. Frauds, the whole lot of them.”

Lavender knew an impasse when one chomped on a lemon drop before her eyes. She excused herself, and ventured into the backroom. There could be no mistake—she’d read her father’s notes—the bottles were, she was certain, “variations” on Fitch’s Fervent Tonic. Any nest egg would dissolve in those potent liquids. She rifled through the papers. No clues. She asked Mr. Raine if she might peek in the drawers under the counter.

“Peek away, Miss Fitch.”

How different the aura of this shop, Lavender thought as she worked her way through the drawers, careful not to dislodge any objects. In her father’s day, it would have been a buzzing hive of customers, dogs, babies. But now it was so strangely hushed except for the loud ticking clock, the fire’s fitful snaps and the apothecary’s molars bearing down on his lemon drop.

Lavender couldn’t even spare the money to buy a few candies.

Finding nothing, she thanked Otis Raine for letting her search his premises.

He assured her she was welcome to come back and look any time. He gave her his card.

Lavender stepped outside into the chilly air, snow falling heavily now. She glanced at the card: O.O. Raine. Trusted Curative Relief for a Wide Array of Pain and Distress. Beside this, a coloured drawing of a gauzily dressed girl with much exposed flesh, lounging beside a pill bottle shaped like a Greek column garlanded with roses. Just looking at all that bare skin brought shivers to Lavender; the girl needed a thick blanket around her and a cup of hot licorice root tea.





Sixteen

How two men of similar years could be so different astonished Lavender. She glued moss, in the shape of a heart, onto a card. Glanced anxiously at the clock, waiting for the appointed hour of Robert Trout’s visit. How jaded with life, Otis Raine, the new apothecary; on the other hand, how vital, how alive, Robert Trout, with his capacity for beauty, flowers and poetry. Even with his facial affliction, his onerous, itinerant job.

A dogged snowfall through the morning. Lavender made her cards in the kitchen so she wouldn’t miss Robert’s arrival at the back door. When he was late, she began to worry he might not materialize. When his knocks reached her, she answered the door, where he stood, shivering. Epaulettes of flakes on his coat’s shoulders. She hurried him inside.

“Did anyone see you approach my house?” she asked, taking his coat and hanging it over a chair.

“A large lady wearing an ornate bonnet covered in bows passed this house a whisker of time before I arrived.”

“That might be my old tutor, Mrs. Clement Rose. Did she see you approach?”

“In truth, I don’t know. Should we worry about her? Divulging our meeting, I mean? Remember that if Allegra discovers it, she’ll yank us from this place. She forbids any personal attachments on our touring circuit.”

Lavender needed no reminder that Allegra kept Robert enchained. And the problem of Mrs. Rose could grow serious.

“Yes, we should worry,” she told Robert. “Belleville is one large, winding ear trumpet, and while I hold Mrs. Clement Rose in high regard, she is among the loudest and most strident trumpet blowers. We must pray she didn’t turn back and see you but rather steeled her gaze ahead.”

“I’ll pray that very thing tonight, Miss Fitch.” He still shivered.

“Sir, it’s winter now, in these parts. Do you not own a scarf?”

He shook his head.

Lavender’s father had owned several thick wool scarves. Arlo Snook inherited one. She’d search for another for Robert Trout; the poor man looked half-frozen.

She led him into the parlour, by the fire, to warm himself. She’d baked some terrible biscuits and set a plate of them near the fireplace, along with some pear jelly. And tea she’d prepared earlier, in anticipation of Robert’s visit.

He ate like a starving man. “What of the harp?” he asked after several biscuits.

Lavender finished her own biscuit. “It has not played again,” she said. “But I’m most happy you heard it, for you can corroborate that when I first heard it, I didn’t imagine it, or wasn’t devolving into a lunatic.”

Robert laughed.

“The only other person who witnessed the harp play of its own volition was my father. He wrote about it in journal notes I recently found. But I’ve reason to believe he may have been under some kind of—narcotic influence. So I’m elated that a lucid man such as yourself heard the harp.”

“Now I’ll make you even more elated,” Robert said, taking his book from his waistcoat pocket, “with Mr. Whitman’s words. Today I will open the book randomly, and read whatever passage appears:


“Sun so generous it shall be you,

Vapors lighting and shading my face it shall be you,

You sweaty brooks and dews it shall be you,

Winds whose soft-tickling genitals rub against me it shall be you,

Broad muscular fields, branches of liveoak, loving lounger in my winding paths, it shall be you,

Hands I have taken, face I have kissed, mortal I have ever touched, it shall be you.”



Robert stopped, and surveyed her face. Waiting, Lavender supposed, for a response.

“The passage strikes me as amorous and carnal, Sir. The parlour grows cold. We need more fire.” She rose quickly and scratched around with kindling and sticks Arlo Snook had, in his habitual way, stacked neatly by the fireplace. The task allowed her to turn away from Robert, for in truth, Whitman’s words unsettled her, their anatomy parts she’d heard only in ladies’ physical education at Cobourg Academy.

Robert appeared pleased, yet not fully placated. “But what of the content? And the poetry?”

“I can’t fathom it,” Lavender confessed. “The content sprawls and I hear no rhyme in it, I am sorry. I’ve never encountered a ‘sweaty brook.’ I don’t mean to offend you, for I know your great love of this book.”

Robert’s long sigh was that of a soul in a reverie. He assured her he wasn’t offended. “It’s true that Whitman’s poetry is very new and its force of novelty may not appeal. But breaking from rhyme’s shackles is itself a great, rollicking freedom, the lyric heartbeat of the future—prophecy. As for the sprawl and absence of rhyme to which you refer, sometimes a cataclysm is needed to purge all that is stale and backwards-thinking from the world.”

“This Mr. Whitman sounds rather like a preacher,” she said.

“Much better—Whitman is an oracle. A poet needs no preacher’s mantle. He is his own apostle and the apostle of the people.”

“More oracle than Allegra?”

The Adonis side of Robert’s face shadowed over. “Allegra has talents,” he said. “Several times she placed me in a trance state. I then recited Leaves of Grass without one stumble; Allegra tracked my accuracy. She reported this to me later, of course, as in trance state I wasn’t aware of it, nor of speaking at all.” The Adonis shadow deepened. Clearly, Robert had little appetite for the topic of Allegra.

Lavender’s thoughts returned to the poetry, and Robert reading it, canting, rich-toned, about hands, kisses.

It shall be you.

Having no smelling salts nearby, Lavender moved matters to a more pragmatic realm. “I must warm the tea,” she told Robert. For the pot had sat, untouched, for some time, and had surely cooled.

(In the kitchen, she loosened her collar, to alleviate her overheated state, to avoid becoming a sweaty brook.)

She brought hot new tea into the parlour, and set down their cups. He was studying the fire now. The flames cavorted, torqued and sent up their crimson pagodas.

Lavender watched him drink tea.

“By all the barnacles in the sea, those biscuits and that pear jelly were ambrosial,” Robert declared.

Lavender dabbed her lips with a napkin. “You are kind about the biscuits, Mr. Trout.” She told him the pears were from a tree her mother had planted many years earlier.

“I have happy news to share with you,” he said. “Allegra will give another performance here, between Christmas and the New Year. Until then, she’ll read tarot cards at the train station.”

A few more weeks, then, of life.

Lavender suddenly remembered the pencil. She meant to give it to Robert last time, and the time before that. It was on the mantel. She’d wrapped it in red paper left over from her floral crafts. She gave it to him (at last).

Opening it, he looked as though he might cry. Why was a pencil so sad?

“No one has given me a present in years. I shan’t write with this. I’ll keep it, always.”

Lavender smiled. So, he was a sentimentalist. She was fairly certain Otis Raine wouldn’t rhapsodize over a pencil.

In the fading afternoon, the fire’s bright pagoda crumbled. Lavender read it in Robert’s eyes: regret, regret that he must leave.

“I don’t suppose Allegra is any more kindly disposed towards me? She still thinks I’m a thief?” Lavender asked.

He groaned. “I’m treading carefully around her. And when she asked me where I’d been, last time I came to your house, I confess I fabricated a tale—which I don’t enjoy doing. I told her I’d been walking in the woods—which I do enjoy doing. But now I must leave you.”

“Wait,” Lavender said. She scurried upstairs and dug through a trunk in her father’s bedroom. She found a wool scarf. It smelled pleasantly of cedar, used to keep away moths. Hurrying back downstairs, Lavender wound the scarf around Robert’s neck. “Here, Sir. This will keep you warmer.”

He beamed. “It will help greatly. You’ve given me blissful moments of home, Miss Fitch. Food. Fire. A fine wood pencil. And now this scarf. I’m overwhelmed.”

“The scarf was my father’s. I think he’d like you to have it. But you’ll need a—story to tell Allegra about where it came from. I doubt she’ll believe the Spirits bestowed it on you.”

“If Allegra can visit the shops in Belleville, which she has, surely I can too.”

Robert Trout bid Lavender goodbye. Snow had piled up during his visit, likely making his boot prints an open book for inquisitive neighbours.

She drank the rest of the tea in the parlour, still reeling from Whitman’s words.

Then the harp began to play—lustily, with stirring affect, seeming to fancy itself an entire symphony—“Ode to Joy.”





Seventeen

Though the garden brought no profit in winter, it had its own beauty. The white canopy over the glass house sparkled on bright days. The gazing ball grew a crystalline moon. Downy snow on the herb beds and flower gardens caught the light in soft, variant blues and mauves. Ruddily clustered berries against the drifts formed a pretty picture. A frosted crescent blanketed the bench where Lavender and her father used to sit, listening to Amaryllis Fitch’s divine harp concerts. And the winter garden wasn’t silent, either. Chickadees in their black caps twittered about, and Lavender left a pan of seeds out for them. Rabbits’ tracks crooked across the slumbering perennials and bulbs.

Pulling her wrap more tightly around her, Lavender poked the embers of Arlo’s earlier fire back to life. A line from Robert’s first recitation of Whitman came to her: The smallest sprout shows there is really no death.

The flames made a pleasant ticking sound. And a lovely piney smell suffused the downstairs of the house; Lavender had gathered evergreen branches on hungry tramps through the snowy woods, and spent the last few days crafting yuletide wreaths trimmed with large red bows. They were ready to sell. Though it was still November—for a bit longer—Belleville people liked to bedizen their doors early. Thankfully. She needed the wreath profit for more food. The Christmas market at the train station was already open. She gazed fondly at her mother’s books on a nearby shelf—a hymnal, nursery catalogue, floricultural books, flower dictionaries, garden diary, notes on medicinal herbs and roots. Shelved beside these, the fifteenth-birthday gift Mrs. Clement Rose had given Lavender: The Floral Fortune-Teller; A Game for the Season of Flowers authored by Miss S.C. Edgarton. Without dislodging the violets Lavender had picked, then preserved between its pages, she opened the book, and read:


Almost everything has been turned into an oracle. Even the dregs of a teacup have been supposed to possess the “gift of prophecy.” Why, then, should not flowers, that are forever rising up, clothed with the mantles of prophets, and speaking in a language that has become familiar as household words—why should not these little “floral apostles” be consulted respecting the mysteries of our earthly destiny?



Pretty sentiments. Lavender closed the volume, careful again to not disturb the violets’ cumbrous sleep. She looked around her, admired the house’s smooth-planked floors, handsome crown moulding with the trellis pattern, the stained glass window in the foyer, cheerful rag rugs on the floor, the pleasing watercolour of young Arlo Snook painted by Mistress Tickell that lived on the mantel, and, beside it, a large bouquet of dried straw flowers, amaranth, and bladder cherry. No, she’d never take her home for granted. Then she thought of poor Robert Trout, with no anchor to call home, it seemed. And home, he’d said, was his dream.

As Lavender dressed for the market, she remembered Headmistress Cordell’s fierce lessons. They’d been gavelled into her students’ minds:

Girls, do not become the paper ballerina in Mr. Andersen’s grim tale of “The Steadfast Tin Soldier,” which is propaganda dressed in the sentimental trappings of a love story. Do not burn in the fire. Keep your heads!

And:

Use your education, young ladies, to help people. Live with generosity. Emancipate from their shackles, whatever form those take, whomever you can.

Right then and there, hairpin in hand, Lavender vowed to help liberate Robert Trout. They’d established a kind of companionship. They’d shared poetry. And he’d heard the harp, for heaven’s sake. He’d been a portrait of misery that day in her parlour when he lamented his rootless life. The thought of him being beaten in an alleyway broke Lavender’s heart. A gentleman with a poetic soul like that deserved a better life. Miss Cordell would be proud of her.

Don’t give up on us.

The hall clock chimed. With her resolve to help Robert gain control of his life came Lavender’s new resolve: she’d prevail one more time on Allegra to contact her mother’s spirit. After all, the maternal spirit couldn’t be so very far away; didn’t the harp signify its proximity?

Lavender would do anything to receive a message about the nest egg. If tarot cards could shed any light, she had to pursue them. She hoped Allegra would be at the market. It was Saturday, so there was a good chance.

Lavender donned her bonnet and studied the effect. Over the past months her gaunt visage made her eyes strikingly prominent. They stared back at her now, enormous, as if they’d invaded her face. Snow swirled outside the parlour window. She was a fool for fashion; the bonnet wouldn’t protect her from the weather. The last thing Lavender needed was to catch influenza, or worse. In her father’s bedroom she retrieved his old fur cap. Large in size, it sat low over her forehead, but it would keep her warm. It made her look as though an animal had toppled onto her skull and stayed there. She was fairly sure it wasn’t a rabbit, at least. Did the hat look absurd? Beyond a doubt, but she must preserve herself. Every fibre of her being hoped to live to see 1861. Luckily, her long ruby coat was well insulated.

The wreaths loaded, Lavender breathed in their scents and wheeled her evergreen cart towards the train station. The day was cold, clear. Horses, sleds and people tamped down the snow, their boot prints formed a path, but pushing her cart still proved challenging, and more than once Lavender almost slipped on patches of ice. If she sold the wreaths, she’d buy a roast for herself and the boy; that prospect drove her forward more than anything.

Along the road, she heard a familiar voice. “Hey O, Vender!”

Arlo Snook took quick, canted steps towards her. All cheer, the boy, with his smell of stable and pipe tobacco. Lavender was glad to see him, for his company had been scarce lately. He’d been let go early from the Stables, he said, and heard the yuletide market had opened at the station, and wished to peruse it.

He propelled the floral cart, affording Lavender a rest, and they soon reached the station together—a happy hubbub. Though the cold was a bit sharper than in the village’s core, it didn’t deter the many bundled ones meandering through the stalls. There was a juggler. A zesty player of spoons. Carollers. Farther along the aisle of stalls, someone read aloud from Mr. Dickens. An old fellow dressed like Saint Nicholas tweaked the noses of children. Barkers’ cries volleyed across the stalls: Fish! Fine woven blankets! Baubles for your yuletide tree! Garlic! Candles! Cloth dolls! Wood toy puzzles! Cider! Mistletoe! Hand-carved sleds!

Arlo Snook helped Lavender roll the cart to her habitual spot, and they added their own calls. “Wreaths! Greeting cards!” Looking rather like a character from one of Mr. Dickens’s novels, the boy made a splendid barker. His gloves worn thin with wear, he formed a bowl with his hands and blew into it to warm them between his hollers.

They established themselves, and sold a wreath. Arlo offered to oversee their stall, allowing Lavender to roam the market and buy a cup of hot cocoa. She thanked the boy, adding she’d only be gone for a short spell. She tripped along in her ruby coat, passing a knot of men, smoking, talking. They surveyed her in a way she didn’t like, so she headed for the outer aisle of stalls. Mistress Dot Tickell was there at her easel, painting away lustily. A row of her finished pieces was displayed along a low ledge. The artist wore the same flat cap. Her cheeks were broad like turnips; she’d dined well of late, by the look of her.

She raised her brush, hailing, “Ah, Daughter of Amaryllis!”

Lavender greeted the eccentric artist, and surveyed the paintings on the ledge. Each featured a large mound of what could be none other than—horse dung—rendered in dabs and swirls of umber, russet, ochres, puce, copper, nut, sepia, bronze. Lavender had to admit the use of colour was lively, vibrant—and patinaed over each mound was a gold dusting, a fine sparkle that didn’t appear to be paint but rather some kind of mysterious powder. Without question, Mistress Tickell’s most bizarre exhibit to date.

“That be my stable series, The End of Things. What think you, Daughter?”

Lavender stepped back, squinted at the images. “If one didn’t know what they were, Mistress, one would think them almost beautiful!”

The painter chortled knowingly. “Aye. That, Miss Fitch, is the power of art!”

“Where did you procure the fine gold dusting over each piece? It looks not like regular paint.”

“Ha! It isn’t. It’s a special substance I got from”—she shook her brush, which shot out some blue paint, making Lavender dodge—“the Spirit Medium. She reads tarot just over there—where a gaggle congregates by that tent. It’s an odd, shrunken version of tarot, if you ask me, but people don’t seem to mind.”

That was it, then. As much as Christmas, the Oracle’s presence accounted for that day’s crowd.

“I can’t be away long from my stall,” she told Mistress Tickell. “Arlo oversees it in my absence.”

The gold dust shimmered from the painter’s dung art. “Ah, the boy,” she said. “Give his cheek a fond pat from me.”

Lavender made a vague acknowledgement, and hurried along the aisle towards the tent to which Mistress Tickell had pointed.

At the edge of the market’s outermost aisle, Lavender noted a large sign. Its deep-red letters held a gold sheen, surely the same powdered substance that set alight Dot Tickell’s dung portraits. The signage bore the dazzle of S.B. Howes’ Star Troupe Menagerie and Circus.


Divinayshun!! [Lavender felt quite sure the spelling was otherwise.]

Readings by Madame Marlin, Tarot Queen—price 2 b negotiated

{Major Arcana cost higher; lesser secrets for those on budgets}

{No tasseography today, ran out of tea}



Lavender couldn’t help smiling at this. Allegra had no tea, and she herself had enough tea for the whole village to have their leaves read. But she didn’t have any with her today; the wreaths had preoccupied her, and warm headgear.

Strings of beads bedecked the tent’s entrance, intermingled with long strips of torn silk, in the manner of a doorway. Lavender ventured between the tattered silk and the chittering beads. There was a queue, those who awaited a reading, and Lavender took her place at its tail. Finding again her extra height useful, she peeked around the ones ahead of her in line.

Madame Marlin reigned at a table, cards spread before her. The whole thing was rather comical, given that the tarot reader was obviously Allegra Trout. A cone of incense sizzled nearby. She wore a shimmery head scarf, silver this time, many shiny jewels around her neck, along with a neck fur—the stricken, ossified face of a small animal. Her dress had gauzy sleeves—on a winter day! How did she not freeze? Her gloves’ fingers had been amputated. Her face, with its rouged cheeks and intense eyes shadowed in sparkly, powdered dust, appeared as if lit by gaslight. The others in the tent didn’t seem to find anything funny, though; they kept their spots in the line, their faces earnest, expectant.

The tarot business ran briskly. Although Lavender lacked familiarity with tarot, she rather thought a reading would last longer. She saw now what Mistress Tickell meant about abbreviated tarot. Madame Marlin turned her customers over quickly. So the queue moved steadily. “Step up, next in line!” Madame Marlin intoned. Some occupied the tent only as watchers. Tourists of beauty. Once again, even the rouge and eye-socket powder did not cheapen Allegra’s glory, which these cosmetic effects might well have done with other women. One young lady, whose reading had just been completed, skipped out of the tent exclaiming, “Wondrous, wondrous!” Likely their wonder was underwritten by Allegra’s impressive performance on All Hallows’ Eve; her credibility had reached an all-time high.

When it was Lavender’s turn, she stepped forward.

“You again, the flower girl,” Allegra flouted. “Would you like a reading? If not, please vacate, I’m busy.”

“Show me the cards,” Lavender said, taking the small stool across the table.

“I’ll do it,” Allegra said, “but you’ve got to pay.”

No cocoa; tarot instead. Lavender offered a coin she’d set aside for a hot drink. Allegra called the offer low, but grudgingly agreed to it. Then she seized the cards, clumped the deck, shuffled, formed a fan. She thrust the fanned deck at Lavender.

“What’ll it be, Miss Fitch?” Allegra intoned in a strident voice distinct from her trance-dirge voice. “The Devil? The Hanged Man? The Lovers? Or possibly just the Fool. The Fool bears no number. Maybe you’ll choose the Moon. The future rests in your hands!”

Lavender’s hand hovered over the deck.

“Pick a damn card, won’t you?” Allegra urged. “I haven’t got all day.”

Lavender yanked a card in the manner of extracting a noxious weed from her garden. On the card was a blue sword, two half-circles back to back but overlapping.

“Seven of Swords,” Allegra said. “You have a problem. There’s stealth here, too; you harbour a secret.” She studied the card more, aware of the watchers in the tent. “You’re thinking a lot. Click clickety click, little wheels spinning in there, always thinking. But your secret brings darkness. You must stop with this—clandestine business—the truth will out.”

Several spectators snickered, likely at the clickety clicks sent forth in high-pitched falsetto tones. Lavender failed to see any humour. She was flummoxed, desperate. Laying her last coin on the table, she said, “Can I choose another card, please? There’s something I must find. Perhaps a second card will provide a clue to its whereabouts, clarify things.”

Allegra plucked the coin. “It may also have the opposite effect. But go ahead, draw a card—quickly. Others await their turn.”

Lavender drew.

The Tarot Queen tossed her scarved head back, her eyes riveted on the new card. “Well, bust my bloomers, it’s the Death card,” she said. “And you can’t blame me, either! You picked it yourself.”

Lavender felt a swell of pathos from the observers; for who among them would wish for the Death card?

Allegra must have felt their pity too, for she addressed them. “Listen, all. Wrench your minds from the literal plane. The Death card simply means something is ending. I highly doubt Miss Fitch here is going to keel over and die within the next while.”

Guffaws from spectators.

Her tarot time expended, Lavender gave over her place to the next in line. After thanking Allegra, she left the tent, its doorway beads chittering like teeth in wintertide. She circulated among cheerful stalls, but her spirits dipped low. She’d spent her hot cocoa money, so now wandered the market, cold and confused, not really seeing anything. “Thinking, always thinking.” Clandestine business? Could Allegra know that Robert had visited the house on Pinnacle Street twice? Perhaps Mrs. Rose had revealed seeing him, and gossip scattered like seeds in the breeze.

But Allegra had surprised her by laying aside her thorns, softening the Death card’s import. For the card’s scythe-wielding cadaver was frightful. If Lavender kept scraping along in her present way, she’d soon be as thin as that skeleton. What was his purpose with the scythe? Did he garden? And the earth under his bony feet contained bones. Like a churchyard. And also beneath the ground, two severed heads—were they her parents? While Allegra’s buoyant reading of the card radiated unexpected kindness, given Lavender’s previous wrangles with the medium, the Death card nonetheless dispelled the market’s festive mood for Lavender. The carollers’ melodies struck her ears as dirges.

She hurried back to her own stall, where she knew Arlo must be cold, wondering why she’d taken such protracted time to drink cocoa and peek in the stalls. The boy was chilled, but cheerful, having sold most of the wreaths and several moss-heart cards. She praised his efforts and told him as a reward they’d dine on mincemeat pie that very evening. She’d try her hand at it. Who knew, she might have more talent for it than biscuits.

“Did you enjoy your cocoa?” he asked.

“No, another direction lured me, Arlo.”

His gentian eyes begged for more. “What ‘direction’ allured you so much?”

“Tarot. Madame Marlin—who is, everyone knows, the Oracle’s other face.”

Arlo smiled sweetly at a young girl who sauntered past the cart. “What revelations did the cards offer?”

Big words for a boy.

She might as well tell him. “Apparently, I think a great deal. I’m secretive. And something will end for me.”

The boy’s face turned pale, serious. “Quite a mouthful. True, you’ve always been thoughtful. Secretive? About the magic man coming to the house? The visit you asked me not to reveal?”

A fellow in a thick muffler hovered near the cart. He didn’t seem inclined towards buying a wreath. Lavender waited until he’d passed.

“You didn’t tell anyone, did you, Arlo?” She regretted her tone’s snappish hiss as it hung there in the day’s cold air.

“Of course not,” he said, his look that of a hurt puppy.

Lavender was about to apologize when none other than Dr. Minyard approached the evergreen cart, greeted them, examined their wares and purchased a moss-heart card. He appeared better rested than when Lavender last saw him; this invigorated aspect subtracted years from his habitual haggard look. Perhaps he’d been taking constitutional walks, for his coat hung more fittingly. He seemed disinclined to linger, though, at their stall. Lavender and Arlo soon discovered why.

“I must make haste,” the doctor said. “And join the queue to have my cards read by Madame Marlin. I hear she’s very canny and divine. I’m eager to see what news she might have for an old man.”

He laughed and sauntered off, with the steps of a much younger man.





Eighteen

That night, Lavender baked a passable mincemeat pie. Perhaps her culinary skills weren’t as hopeless as she thought. Arlo Snook praised the pie, helping himself to a second piece. But his words tossed cold water on the moment when he mentioned, casually, “that Sophie’s pie crust is like a bite of heaven.” The boy meant no harm, though, and Lavender was glad to have him home.

After supper, he played his concertina in the parlour. It felt like old times. The scythe-bearing skeleton—hunger’s spectre—felt remote at that moment.

Arlo laid aside his concertina and lit his pipe.

Lavender was still adjusting to the boy’s smoking habit. His face steeped in thought as he drew in tobacco. Then he said, “Vender, I’d like my own tarot reading by the Oracle, on the chance that the cards might impart some information about my real parents. I can afford tarot now that I’m employed.”

She’d been about to reach for a licorice candy, but hearing this, her hand dropped into her lap, stunned. Arlo Snook had never expressed any curiosity about his parentage. Nor had Lavender; to her, the boy had, from his infancy, made his home with them, a member of their family, akin to a brother to her. Hearing his wish, she smarted to her core.

“Arlo, haven’t we, Father and I, been family enough for you? Haven’t we given you a good home? Tutoring from Mrs. Rose? I know things have been—sparse, lately, with respect to food, but—”

“Vender, yes! I couldn’t have asked for better.” A grave pull on his pipe now. “But sometimes a fellow just wants to know from whence he came.”

Her mind spun, clickety click. “Why do you suddenly wish to know now, Arlo?”

“It’s not sudden, Vender. I’ve been weighing this for a while. You’ve seen me hunched at the kitchen table, writing madly. I’ve been penning a letter to my mother—my imaginary mother—noting down what I’d say to her if I met her. And since starting at the Stables, I also jot down some recipes Sophie has told me. She’s such a brilliant cook.”

The girl again! Lavender wanted no contribution to the topic from the feminine culinary prodigy. Instead, she said, “Arlo, it’s your money to spend on tarot or tobacco, as you wish. But I think you’ll find what tarot reveals is very—general. While the information you seek is extremely—specific.”

His eyes dimmed. She knew him; those lanterns had toggled down to disappointment. He set his pipe in the ashtray. “But it doesn’t hurt to try, does it? The Oracle may soon leave our village, and the chance snuffed out. If you don’t throw a stone into a pond, you’ll never see any rings ripple forth, will you?”

The boy bid Lavender good night. She’d no concept of what his “stone-in-the-pond” remark meant, and after the market day, a sudden fatigue descended on her, along with her own disappointment. The tarot reading held no nest egg news for her; it only spurred more distress. After taking some dried ginger to calm her nerves, she stretched out on the fainting sofa. She slept, and didn’t awake until the next morning. Still dressed. She’d stayed on the fainting sofa all night. A pleasant tinging sound from the street outside reached her. She was so groggy, she thought she heard a steam calliope; but as her grogginess wore off, she realized it was sleigh bells. She’d slept so soundly she hadn’t even heard Arlo Snook leave for the Stables.

SEVERAL DAYS PASSED, during which winter clenched its iron grip on Quinte’s shores. Whitman’s sweaty brook turned frigid and numb. Icicles pronged the house, lengthening, bulking until they resembled a church organ’s pipes. Though Arlo Snook had shown good salesmanship at last weekend’s train station market, some wreaths remained. Lavender noted them, stacked prettily in the potting shed, when she’d fed the hen and collected the egg (why did a boiled egg only sharpen one’s hunger?). Those wreaths generated no profit in the shed. Lavender didn’t like selling her wares out on the streets; to her, it had a demeaning cast, like that of a common pedlar. But how was it any different from the street minstrels who plied their instruments, their tin cups beside them? She resolved to do it. The Christmas season, while the garden’s lowest ebb, was optimal for commerce. The lean months followed. Since Lavender hadn’t found the gift left her by her mother—hadn’t found it yet, but hadn’t given up, either—it seemed she’d need to nest her own meagre egg as much as possible. She’d put any extra coins in a jar for roof repair, and someday, some way, how wonderful it would be to buy a new dress.

She loaded a large willow basket with wreaths. Leaving her house, she discovered a sweet little spray of holly on her front stoop. She tucked it through a buttonhole on her coat’s lapel; it would enhance her vendor’s panache. Interesting choice: according to one source, she recalled, holly represented foresight.

Pleased with her newly trimmed coat, she walked to the village’s core. The day was very cold, and she was glad for the large fur hat, had laid aside her pride at its unwieldy, mannish look. The bakery shops’ front windows displayed gingerbread cookies, cut in the shape of tiny people, and fruitcakes decorated with marzipan. Her mouth moistened with longing. The Village Crier circulated with his bell and barker’s bellows: “Oyez, oyez, Unicorn drops for Coughs! Poppy Powder for Asthma! Dr. Wieland’s Celebrated Sugar Worm Lozenges!” What a pharmaceutical squib, that man. Then: “Oyez again, Bellevillians! The Oracle performs here once more, on the heels of Saint Nicholas!” Lavender scuttled past him with her basket; his bawl hurt her ears even with the fur cap.

It had been several days since she’d left the house, except for feeding the hen and collecting eggs. People were undeterred by the cold, and the streets burbled with activity; everyone, it seemed, was out and about—coal heavers and quarrymen, doffers, dyers, glass-blowers. She wondered why they weren’t at work, but then recalled that the mayor had declared a holiday, Quinte Day or some such thing. Ladies in finery strolled the streets. Horse-drawn sleds jingled along with bells on. By the tannery, an ice rink had opened for recreational purposes. (Montreal had had such a rink for ten years already, always ahead.) People filled long benches beside it, and eagerly clamped on skates over their boots, or stood watching, those without mittens blowing warm air into their cupped hands. A wizened woman Lavender recognized from the train station stood by a vat over a fire, selling hot cider. Why shouldn’t she, then, merchandise her wreaths by the rink? The season’s festive spirit would soften the edges of her impromptu commerce; perhaps it wouldn’t be as demeaning as she’d feared. Or perhaps she just grew bolder. Or pride ebbed with hardship’s advance.

Several people teased Lavender about her ungainly headgear. One man said he’d been searching for his lost pet fox. Sadly, the teasers didn’t purchase wreaths, even though she humoured them. She stood calling: “Evergreen! ’Tis the season! Deck your door!” To keep warmth circulating, she stamped her feet. Until that point, she hadn’t paid much attention to the skaters. But during a lull in wreath browsers, she followed the bladed ones as they shunted, some rhythmically, others in unsteady jerks, around the rink. Children’s squeals of glee reached her. A few boys with shinny sticks skittered over the ice, and she saw Mr. Raine, the new apothecary, hockey stick in his hands. He exhibited skill on his blades, and flipped himself around and skated backwards, looking over his shoulder, miraculously not colliding with other skaters.

Then Lavender saw an older skater, a man, stooped but mobile in his movements, and, clutching his arm tightly, a tall, striking lady in furs: Allegra Trout, her blades stroking the ice with, of all people, Dr. Minyard! Allegra was already tall; on skates, she towered.

A sudden impulse to hide seized Lavender. But, as she stood at the tannery rink’s edge, it was clear there was nowhere to conceal herself. So she tilted the large fur hat forward. It fell almost over her eyes. Perhaps it would form a sort of disguise. She stared at the two skaters again. Had prolonged nutritional imbalance impaired her vision? No, her doctor skated arm in arm with the Oracle. There was no mistake. It was a strange picture. Allegra Trout had cast a spell over the town, and now over its medic.

Just then, the doctor, rounding the rink, noticed Lavender. He shouted a greeting, waved and began to steer his skating partner towards where she stood. So much for the fur-hat disguise. Allegra wore a smart, long wool coat and hat with a black veil. Wearing a veil while skating seemed odd, but Allegra Trout could make it the latest fashion. She made it stunning. The veil streamed out behind her, all filmy as she glided along. And there was Lavender with an animal on her own head. She might as well wear taxidermy.

Skating suited the doctor. He looked hale, even younger than when Lavender last saw him, at the train station market. He beamed, and presumed she’d met the “celebrated medium and lady of superlative beauty, Allegra Trout?”

“We’ve met,” Allegra said flatly.

“I didn’t know you could skate, Miss Trout,” Lavender said.

“There’s precious little our Oracle here can’t do,” the doctor chimed. “She presented me with a splendid wild orchid at her All Hallows’ Eve spectacle, then tarot card wisdom. And she now graces me with her charming company.”

Charming? Lavender could think of other epithets. Still flummoxed by the sheer unexpectedness of this pairing, Spirit Medium and Doctor, Lavender forgot her manners back in the frozen garden. “What can you two possibly share—in common,” she stammered, “besides this ice?”

The doctor laughed. “A great deal. Miss Trout and I both negotiate with death. I wish to know more of her art and she desires more knowledge of my science—especially the body’s physical limits and when the flesh can officially be declared moribund, for she’s shown most compellingly at her recent courthouse spectacle that the categories we impose on—things—may be chimerical. That time and space themselves may melt away.”

Lavender only half listened. The doctor, she suspected, was sounding pompous in an effort to impress Allegra.

“Miss Trout, I see you remain in Belleville, and hear you’ll perform again.”

“Indeed, I’m here in the flesh, Miss Fitch, on this ice.” A coquettish tilt of her head in Varn Minyard’s direction. “And while this whistle stop wearies me, I must say the company has improved greatly.”

(Clearly, Allegra no longer needed Lavender’s herbal remedies for headaches, now that she had medical attention, literally, by the coat sleeve.)

The medium’s eyes were barbs through her veil—so daunting, Lavender placed her hand over the peony root and yarrow in their tiny pouch affixed to its cord around her neck.

Still clutching Varn Minyard’s sleeve, Allegra made little back-and-forth shunts with her blades—their straps tight over those terrifying pointed boots—shunts that signalled restlessness, Lavender surmised.

“How go the wreath sales, Lavender?” the doctor inquired.

“Middling.” Which was true.

“Set aside one for me, please,” Varn Minyard said.

Lavender smiled. “Consider it done.”

Allegra pulled on his sleeve. “Let’s skate, Doc.”

He obeyed like a trained seal.

Just before they resumed their icy circles, Allegra Trout torqued herself, hurled around and, in a hissing tone the doctor didn’t detect because he was too busy whistling a happy tune, told Lavender, “Nice holly sprig on your coat, Miss Fitch. I know who gave it to you, and I know what’s going on with Robert—and I don’t like it. Stick to your pine boughs—or else.” Her eyes were firecrackers.

She skated away.

Or else what?

Lavender sold a wreath, then a few more, and after about twenty minutes the doctor and Allegra Trout abandoned the rink, sat on the bench and unclamped their skates, laughing. She heard them saying something about a tea house. Then Dr. Minyard paid Lavender and took his wreath.

The afternoon dimmed quickly. Only one or two skaters still circled the tannery rink. Very chilled now, Lavender stood there with her last wreath. She sent out a half-hearted barker’s call: “Closing soon! Only one yuletide wreath left!”

Still more light faded. Fast.

Through the gloaming, a tall figure approached. Even at some distance, she recognized Robert Trout easily. He dashed towards her, almost slipped on ice, breathless from his exertions. He wore her father’s wool scarf.

“Miss Fitch—please don’t close just yet. I’d like to buy the last wreath.”

A bat careened through the dusk near Lavender’s large, furry head. Startled half to death, she stepped back, gasping, to avoid it.

Either Robert Trout didn’t fear those erratic creatures as she did or he took little note of it. In either case, he misunderstood her alarm. “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to come upon you like this and startle you. I know my face is terrible to look upon, especially in this half-light.”

The bat flitted away in the tannery’s direction.

“Oh, it’s not that, Mr. Trout—not at all. It’s that I’m terrified of bats.”

You are the only person in the world with that face, half god, half beets, and I may be the sole human who beholds it with empathy and affection, she thought.

He stood, trembling. With cold, or consternation. Or some other concern.

The lamplighter trudged past them with his long pole. Ogling.

“Your—employer was skating with my doctor a few minutes ago. A most surprising sight,” she told Robert.

“Nothing Allegra did would surprise me,” he said.

A kind of social paralysis seemed to have overtaken Robert. Along with a nervous air. “Here’s your wreath, Sir.” Lavender extended piney arms. She’d tied a price tag to each wreath, which struck her now as inefficient. “And thank you for the pretty holly sprig I wear on my coat, which I think, perhaps presumptuously, you left?”

“I did,” Robert said. Then, in a lower tone, “Though it was wrong of me, for I made myself visible at your front door. But the impulse overruled me; I wanted to give you a gift.”

Before Lavender could compose a response, he drew coins from his pocket and paid her for the wreath.

“Still on the subject of gifts,” Robert said, “I have a serious question to ask. It requires feminine advice.”

“Ask it.”

“What gift would you buy, for Christmas, for a lady?”

He stands there, wearing my father’s scarf, holding my wreath, and asks me this? She fumed. His question threw Lavender so off balance, she might as well have been skating on Quinte Bay’s thinnest ice.

What lady?

She struggled for a measured tone. “I’d need to know more about this lady before I could make any—recommendations.”

Robert seemed about to reply when shouts resounded. “Fire! All able men who can, help!” Then echoes ricocheted off stone buildings: “Fire! Fire!”

Bells pealed widely, papal, Methodist, Church of England, of Scotland, persuasion mattered not at that moment.

It was true. Smoke spumed from a nearby street. Great, roiling charcoal clouds of it. A sudden gust blasted soot into their lungs, and sent them both into coughing spasms.

“I must help them,” Robert said. He handed the wreath back to Lavender. “Keep the money,” he added.

An image of him, in his fine clothes, wielding a potash kettle filled with water in the choking smoke flashed across Lavender’s mind.

“Be careful!” she pleaded. But he couldn’t have heard her amid the rising din, as he sprinted towards the smoke.





Nineteen

Awful business, that fire,” Mrs. Clement Rose remarked as she made the horsehair chair disappear under her billowing skirts. She arrived with a satchel she set down beside her. The old tutor hadn’t sent a calling card; the custom had surely faded. Good thing Lavender’s cards, with their mossy hearts, served other purposes.

This visit wasn’t well-timed. Lavender felt feverish, distracted by the previous day’s perplexing ice rink vignettes, bordering almost on phantasm, then Robert Trout’s gift question, then the fire. She worried she’d caught a chill, selling her wreaths, or early the next morning, collecting more evergreen boughs, and had just finished a cup of bone broth, and some cowslip and echinacea root steeped in hot water, when her guest knocked at the door. Lavender knew there was little point in revealing her own on-the-brink-of-illness state; Mrs. Rose would want to fuss and play nurse to her. Lavender could only hope the visit would be brief. But then she glanced at the satchel. Clearly, her former tutor had some design in mind.

“Likely someone was careless with a pipe or candle in a stable,” that lady remarked. “Not to mention it’s illegal to light matches in stables. It smells like a forest in here!”

Lavender informed her the dining room table was piled high with evergreen boughs, for wreaths. They talked more about the fire. “Do you know, Madam, if anyone was injured?”

Mrs. Rose didn’t.

They spoke about the weather. Then how rapidly Christmas approached. Then the new skating rink. Lavender told her guest about Allegra Trout skating with Dr. Minyard.

“Strike me dumb on Sunday,” Mrs. Rose exclaimed. Her eyes became almost as wide as her skirt. “I’d have thought Dr. Minyard had more sense than that, the fossil, but then”—a roll of her eyes—“he is a man.”

“It was only skating,” Lavender said, leaping to the doctor’s defence. He was her friend.

“Whatever it was, and is, he’d be wise to stay away from her ilk—the medium, I mean. She uses her beauty to gain advantage; my guess is she’s a low circus type. And best to avoid the man who travels with her and assists her. The one with the horribly disfigured face. They pass through Belleville, illusionists both, then are gone, like puffs of smoke.”

Lavender twitched on the fainting sofa. “It’s not so very bad. His face, I mean.”

“All in the eye of the beholder, I suppose,” Mrs. Rose replied. “I’ve noted your partiality to him before this. But a transient like that could bring a lady to ruin.” She had a knowing look Lavender didn’t like. This called for a shift in topic.

“What’s in the satchel you brought, Madam?”

“Now there’s a question, Lavie! Aprons, fixings for a sugar pie. Even a rolling pin. I’m giving you a baking lesson. If you have any hope of finding a husband, you need baking.”

Chilled as Lavender still felt, she couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s kind, Mrs. Rose, but recently I baked a passable mincemeat pie for myself and the boy, so perhaps a pie lesson would be redundant.”

Mrs. Rose wouldn’t hear of it. “Can’t practise too much. And I’ve some pastry secrets I’d like to share.” She reached into the satchel and pulled out an apron. “Here, put this on. I brought my own apron, for I doubt you have one large enough to span my girth.”

So much for a brief visit.

Lavender struck a bargain: if Mrs. Rose helped make some evergreen wreaths, she’d take the pie lesson.

They donned their aprons. Sugar pie instruction took place.

Then it was time for evergreen.

Mrs. Rose called her own chubby fingers ill-fitted for floriculture.

“If those hands can shape pastry, they can shape wreaths,” Lavender said. “I’ll show you.”

They set to work. This required uprooting Mrs. Rose and moving into the dining room. It was used so infrequently now that Lavender had turned it into a crafting space. While clumsy at the outset, Mrs. Rose acquired an adequate degree of wreath-making skill. Taking up boughs and string, she raved about the velvet frocks newly arrived from Toronto. The stack of fresh wreaths grew higher. Unused materials amassed: tufts of evergreen, winterberry, short lengths of red ribbon. Noting this surplus, Lavender said, “Why don’t we make, from these leftovers, some boutonnieres and corsages for gentlemen and ladies to pin on their coats? That way, there’s no waste. People also might fasten them to their hats.”

“You mean their ‘spellbinders’—that’s what milliners call the hats fashioned after Allegra Trout’s headpiece.”

“Yes, the aspiring Oracle look-alikes can deck themselves out—and, in doing so, enlarge my pantry,” Lavender said.

Out in the garden, rosemary persisted, miraculously unscathed by frost. Lavender cut some and returned. Those spiky, aromatic herbs plumped the corsages and boutonnieres, and lent an exotic, spicy perfume to the room, along with the sugary aroma of the pie now baking in the oven.

Lavender’s fingers flew, and soon a pretty corsage appeared on the table before them.

“I believe people will buy these,” the old tutor declared. “Consider me your first corsage customer. I’ll set the trend in motion.”

The pleasing little evergreen clutched onto her first buyer’s frock.

Mrs. Rose admired her festooned outfit, musing, “Who’d have thought someone, Allegra Trout I refer to, could swan into our midst and soon have every lady in the village emulating her dress?” She stumble-thumbed a red bow, adding, “I’ve never seen the like of it.”

Lavender was too engrossed in ribbons and pins to reply. Mrs. Rose hadn’t mentioned seeing Robert enter the house—Lavender felt sure she would have—and this assuaged her anxiety on that front.

They crafted corsages. Boutonnieres. There was a serenity, something meditative about handling rosemary, berries, evergreen. But the reverie was, sadly, ruptured.

“How well are you acquainted with the Oracle’s assistant, Lavie?”

Lavender snipped a wintergreen sprig. She felt like a rabbit with a hunter on its heels. “We’ve spoken,” she said casually. “By the shops. And at the train station. Mr. Trout is fond of flowers.” She’d not told a falsehood, rather, crafted certain—omissions.

“I’ll wager he is,” Mrs. Rose intoned flatly. Then dropped it. Breathed in the mixed elixir of pine and sugar, and waxed nostalgic about her “many years in that very house on Pinnacle Street, so many memories, both happy and melancholy. You know my fondness for your mother, Lavie. Such sorrow her death brought me.”

Lavender tied a small red bow. These words catapulted her back to her ten-year-old self, cowering, wringing her hands, on the fainting sofa—she’d been told to remain downstairs—while Mrs. Rose and Dr. Minyard ministered to her mother upstairs. Lavender’s father had been away at a pharmaceutical meeting in America. Then—it struck Lavender’s ears like yesterday, for no other sound quite resembled it—an unmistakable wail, Mrs. Rose’s, when her mother breathed her last.

“What a deep scar of sadness that day stamped on me,” Lavender quavered.

“None of us can forget. Poor Amaryllis. How beautifully she played the harp, how breathtaking her garden, and how extensive her expertise in curatives, both plant-based and chemical. She could have run the apothecary shop by herself. Still, I will say, Lavie, that your mother had a—fey streak.”

Lavender wound a new corsage. “Do you mean her solitary rambles along the river?”

“That,” Mrs. Rose said, “and her fanciful impulsions. She’d invent little ditties forthwith, right where she stood, on an instant’s spur. Little chants, or charms. Mostly silly—with all due respect—rather like Mr. Lear’s nonsense verse, though devoid of his limerick thrum. Your mother was—looser in her form.”

“She told stories,” Lavender mused. “Tales of flowers and bowers. I don’t recall many of her—original verses, though. Do you remember any? I’d very much like to hear one.”

Mrs. Clement Rose, in full-throttle thought, cut a section of pine. “Most were spontaneous, impromptu—uttered, then forgotten. But there was one rhyme that Amaryllis was fond of chanting while doing needlework or arranging flowers or dusting her beloved harp. She recited it often. Curious little thing, went something like this:


“To my garden I thee hie—

For soon all summer’s beauties die;

For lasting gems, for future frock

Seek not the soaring bee—

Look down!—the rock.



That’s the nearest I can recall it, Lavie. But I struck it close, I’ll wager.”

Lavender’s brows rimpled. “The rhyme is quite jagged. ‘I thee hie’? What can it mean?”

Mrs. Rose tied her final red bow. “I have no clue, I’m afraid.”

“Perhaps Mother read it in a book?”

“I doubt it,” Mrs. Rose said. “Amaryllis enjoyed making her own riddling-type rhymes—just as you excel at making things. Like mother, like daughter.”

Lavender sighed. “I’ve no talent at harp playing, though.”

Seemingly unsure of how to respond, the guest opted for a brief, diplomatic silence, after which she trilled, “The pie is done!”

Using pot holders, Lavender opened the oven and removed the pie. It exuded a caramel-splendoured, sugaring-off aura. She set it on a cooling rack and returned to the dining room, where evergreen covered the table. Mrs. Rose sat now, admiring their handiwork.

“Burst my stay laces, that pie smells heavenly—and you need it, Lavie. Add some flesh to your bones.”

With her evergreen-free hand, Lavender shooed the teasing away, then set to winding another corsage.

“You’ve grown quiet,” Mrs. Rose said. “I fear my talk of your mother’s death has sunk your spirits.”

The foyer clock chimed, funereal.

“Not so, Madam. I was considering her rhyme you’d recited. I can’t think why the ditty directs us to, of all places, a rock.”

“Perhaps pragmatism ruled, and she simply sought a rhyme for frock, and no more meaning might be ascribed to it? Or my memory of the lines isn’t accurate?”

“Possibly.” But bone-knowing convinced Lavender that her old tutor’s powers of recall were sound. For one thing, she’d not halted for an instant in her recitation.

And then—in the parlour, the harp plucked a string. A single, boisterous, jubilant note! Loud.

Lavender fumbled the corsage. Stunned. “Mrs. Rose, did you hear a reverberant note of music coming from the parlour just now?”

“No, only a sleigh sliding along the street, with bells.”

“Much closer, Madam. Harp song from my mother’s instrument. A single note sweet as that pie cooling in the kitchen. Are you sure you didn’t?”

“Some parts of me have fallen into disrepair, Lavie, but my ears aren’t among them. I heard only sleigh bells. Our talk of your mother a few moments ago has heightened your imagination, I’d guess. Or a musical ghost dwells in your parlour.” She tittered at her own drollery.

“How about a piece of pie, Madam? Payment for all your help today.”

Mrs. Rose reached across the corner of the table and patted Lavender’s cheek. “I leave the pie for you and the boy—and the musical ghost.” She laughed full out this time, shifted the evergreen corsage from her frock to the outside of her coat, and took her leave.

Lavender moved into the parlour, and settled onto the horsehair chair. Mrs. Rose had suggested that the harp’s music was a figment of her own imagination. But Robert Trout witnessed it too. And it was also documented in her father’s notes, among his fervent variations.

She inhaled the treacle wafts from the kitchen. Sugar was its own medicine. For one wild second, Lavender longed to gobble the whole pie. To feel, for once, sated. Restraint, so often cited as a virtue, was oversubscribed. But she willed herself to wait for Arlo Snook’s return from the Stables. Sharing was also a virtue. So she sat, inhaling sugar, thinking how vastly different Mr. Whitman’s style of verse from her mother’s. His so muscular, hers so cryptic. How a frock might be found in a rock, Lavender couldn’t fathom. Perhaps Mrs. Rose was right, that her mother’s choice of rhymes derived from nothing more than the exigencies of verse. But many words rhymed with frock, without even thinking. Sock, knock, lock, Bach, clock. So many others her mother might have chosen. But she chose frock, rock.





Part III

Evergreen

Here is a little forest,

Whose leaf is ever green;

Here is a brighter garden,

Where not a frost has been;

In its unfading flowers

I hear the bright bee hum:

Prithee, my brother,

Into my garden come!

—EMILY DICKINSON, “There Is Another Sky”





Twenty

There was one final market day before Christmas at the train station, the biggest of the year. A respectable volume of wreaths, corsages and boutonnieres had resulted from the work bee with Mrs. Clement Rose, but more stock was needed, so Lavender strapped on her father’s old snowshoes, pulled a sled into the woods along the Moira River and collected masses of boughs. She worked tirelessly, making wreaths. After his stable shifts, Arlo assisted her; sugar pie was a superb incentive (it didn’t last long, but he helped her cheerfully even without the pastry perquisite).

Some days had passed since she’d seen Robert Trout. He never did get his wreath, the one left behind when he tore off to the fire.

These days, the front stoop of Lavender’s house held only snow.

She soon found out why. While snipping sections of ribbon. Arlo had just tied off the last bow on his wreath—the boy made a lovely bow—and had been chattering about stable news when he said, “In other news, the magic man left Belleville.”

Lavender almost cut her finger. “Do you mean Mr. Trout, Arlo?”

The boy nodded.

She pumped him for what he knew. Robert had reserved a horse, cutter and driver over a week earlier. Did Arlo know where he went? No. When he planned to return?

“I only muck out stalls, Vender. Feed horses. Run errands. Only reason I know about Mr. Trout at all is the chaps talking at lunch break.”

After finishing the wreaths, Arlo left to skate with Sophie.

So, he was gone. Robert sent no note. But Allegra might have embargoed any attempt to bid Lavender farewell. And there was the “lady” about whom Robert had sought gift advice in the cold air by the tannery rink. Perhaps that same lady had been the recipient of the yarrow sachet he’d purchased that first day, at the train station, along with the entire cart of flowers. Or perhaps he now returned to that distant star from which he’d fallen; she hoped it was warmer there than on Quinte’s shores. Or chillier.

Lavender took a length of ribbon left over from the wreaths and yanked on it repetitively, in the manner of a twitch. Yanked and yanked. Why were her wits so—glacial sometimes? Why hadn’t it occurred to her that Robert had a sweetheart back in America, or a wife? What a dolt she was, the biggest clod-pate in Hastings County. Surely this sweetheart or spouse was his reason for sliding away on the cutter. But why hadn’t he said anything? He’d visited Lavender’s house. Recited poetry. Left gifts on her doorstep. Would an honest gentleman with a sweetheart do that? He’d expressed his longing for a home. Don’t give up on us. Was that claptrap? Did he lead two lives? Perhaps this was why Allegra warned Lavender away from Robert, though she’d only said she needed him for work. Perhaps Mrs. Rose’s view was correct, and the Trouts were little more than clever illusionists, and Lavender was a dupe, made worse, likely, by hunger, by loneliness. Flowers held messages; maybe being gone did too.

Thinking, always thinking. That was her, all right. Click, clickety click.

She seized the scissors and cut the ribbon to shreds. Wherever Robert Trout had gone, he’d have to return to Belleville for the second Mystical Extravaganza. Lavender’s pother was so extreme now, she almost wished her father had left his Fervent Tonic in the house instead of the apothecary shop’s backroom.

But right now the edict was sell or perish. At least Lavender had plenty of stock for tomorrow’s train station market. She’d don her cheerful sales mask; the proceeds from her evergreen wares would have to carry them through until spring, except for perhaps a few Valentine’s baubles, though that celebration of love was, right then, wormwood, the furthest thing from her turbulent mind.

Some people skated happily, while others’ hearts dissolved into tatters.

Arlo Snook came home, bright-eyed, poppy-cheeked, whistling a ditty. “Hey O, Vender, blizzard coming this way! The Crier oyez-ed on about it the whole time Sophie and I skated. Made it sound like the—pock-lips. We’ll be quite buried. And it’s already started to snow.”

The boy’s last remark was borne out by the flurries on his coat’s shoulders, crystal fractals that now melted and dripped onto the floor.

THE NEXT MORNING, market day, when Lavender went to the potting shed to collect her cart and load it with evergreen wares, she felt it right away, the ominous mood that harbingers a storm. Too dispirited to lay an egg, the hen huddled, sounded a hoarse, sustained squawk. Arlo Snook had gone to the Stables. Before he left, they’d eaten hot oatmeal. “The horses aren’t less hungry during a storm,” he’d remarked. “But Vender, surely you won’t take your cart to the train station today, in this weather?”

“What choice do I have, Arlo? I’ve enough wreaths for the whole village, not to mention other yuletide wares. This is my last chance.”

The boy couldn’t argue with that. He’d have helped her, of course, but was soon due at the Stables. He shovelled snow from the front stoop and pathway. Lavender gazed through the window as he scooped white mounds, stopping to pull his wool cap back onto his head when wind dislodged it. Then he headed to his job.

Bundled and grateful, that day, for the massive fur hat, Lavender set out with her cart piled so high with evergreen it was difficult to see her course, and snow churning in eddies made it worse. The cart wobbled and veered; she fought to keep it on track. Raw, bashing winds like giants toying with ribbons sundered people’s scarves from their necks. The Crier’s dramatic brays were warranted: an obliterating tempest drew near—the birds spun in reverse, towards their nests.

Sleighs chugged past. Against the furious gusts, horses flexed their hocks, their nostrils flared with exertion. Lavender turned towards the train station, almost toppling her cart heaped with wreaths, corsages and boutonnieres. She pictured Arlo. At least the Stables provided shelter, though still cold, no doubt.

The train station blurred in the white, whirling veils. She thought about Robert Trout. Did he bend into the storm with his book? Or smoke, with a lady, beside a fireside somewhere? Lavender reached her habitual place of commerce—though she might have set her cart closer to the tracks, for few vendors were there. And those who were didn’t even attempt desultory waves or greetings. There was a small human cluster outside, on the platform, backs turned to the wind. The talk all snow. Others who’d come to meet the train, and not many of them, huddled inside the station.

No carollers. No Dot Tickell. No Madame Marlin. Lavender pulled her father’s fur cap down snugly and sent out her barker’s cry: “Seasonal wreaths! Evergreen adornments for coats and hats! Pretty gifts!” A shivering lady bought a wreath. A gentleman, advanced in years, told Lavender he’d no Christmas present for his wife, “but no coins, neither.” Lavender gave him a corsage.

The train was late. She couldn’t feel her face. Cold-numbed. What a dismal day for commerce! Finally, Sampson groaned to a halt, along with a mighty blast of steam and showered ice crystals. A few travellers disembarked, their faces pruned against the frigid wind. Robert Trout wasn’t among them. But why would he be? Arlo Snook said he’d left the village in a horse-drawn cutter. He’d need a dogsled to return, she thought. No arrivals wanted a corsage, boutonniere or wreath. They wished only to flee the beastly weather. Shelter and warmth were more urgent commodities than ribbon and pine.

Someone arrived (not him).

Someone departed (Robert: already gone).

Someone remained (L. Fitch, Botanist, Apothecary’s Daughter).

So, that was it, the last market, and only a few mere pennies of profit. No one would buy a Christmas wreath after Christmas. Her cart still loaded, Lavender lumbered back towards the village’s hub. Grateful to wear her father’s boots with the sheep stuffed inside. Her ears would be spared from frostbite, thanks to his fur hat.

She’d be lucky if they survived the winter months now, herself and the boy. Without that day’s sales, Arlo’s stable pay could squeak them along, but barely. And that was only if they didn’t let him go. Lavender’s tears ossified into tiny icicles on her cheeks. And what did she have? A load of useless branches now, nothing more than fireplace kindling.

Fewer and fewer people inhabited the streets, and those who were out hightailed it for cover. And Lavender? She was in a perishing-cold pit, her lot could hardly worsen. And she’d heard that the authorities would, in the new year, levy a property tax. More bridges needed to be built in Hastings County, and someone had to pay. All her toil, only to sink. All her searches for the nest egg, for naught.

She was in the dung.

Right then and there, Lavender made a decision. She torqued her cart sharply, in the direction of the Stables. She’d never actually been there, but knew the location; even if she hadn’t, she smelled it easily enough. The extensive structure hulked, a charcoal blur in the storm. She wheeled her way to the main entrance. Horses whinnied, men jibed, in the way they do while at work. No one noticed her for a straw or two. Then a man in overalls, a donkey jacket and a great, filthy apron saw her peeking around the heap of evergreen.

“Miss! What’re you doing out in this damnable weather with all that greenery?” Then, in the next breath, “Snook! Your keeper is here!”

Arlo limped as fast as he could out to the stable entrance, bits of straw spiking from his wool cap. “Vender, what’s happened? Why are you here with your cart all loaded with wreaths?”

Several more stable workers gathered and stared dumbly at Lavender.

A snowy gust almost knocked her over. She had to shout now to be heard above the storm and stable sounds. “I’ve all these wreaths. The horses may as well have them, for I can’t sell them.” She choked back tears.

“But the horses only eat hay, oats and such things, Miss,” one of the men said.

Snickers from his compatriots, nickers from the stalled animals.

Lavender started to shiver. “Then deck each stall with a wreath,” she said. “Let these animals observe Christmas in style. And give the corsages to your ladies or girls, and keep the boutonnieres for yourselves, or award them to your boys. I can’t stay to say more, I’m quite frozen.”

Manly murmurs of bewilderment. Arlo sorted it all out. “Go home, Vender, right away, before the blizzard worsens and whites out the world and you can’t find the house. Leave the cart—I’ll bring it later. Now, go!”

Bless the boy. The winds, at least, were at her back. But Arlo’s advice was on the mark; through the polar blur, Lavender could hardly find her house. Everything had turned into a milky smudge. She stumbled home, managed to make a fire with her stiff fingers. Arlo had stacked more kindling and wood. She sat, too tired even to boil water for tea.

After a bit of rest, she pulled her shawl around her and shuffled about the parlour, her joints sore from the day’s exertions. Then she fingernailed enough frost on the windowpane to peer out at the garden. The large rock had vanished, ghosted by the whiteout, but Lavender knew where it was. When her father and his hired men broke the soil to make the garden, years ago, they simply left it there. It became a furnishing within the garden. If the snow kept tumbling down at its current rate, winter’s wrath would soon bury the rock.

Thinking, always thinking. Lavender recalled her mother’s odd ditty, rhyme: frock, rock. It seemed nonsensical to her now, just as Robert Trout’s behaviour over the past weeks made little sense. She moved away from the window, it was draughty there, and settled into the horsehair chair. She mulled whether the harp, or its phantom player, knew tomorrow was Christmas. Though they’d hardly have evidence of that from the parlour, for other than several pine boughs Lavender had arranged along the mantel—she’d been twisting boughs, and sprigs of berries and herbs, and fluffing bows, all to sell—her own home’s seasonal preparations had fallen by the wayside. She’d planned to buy food for their Christmas dinner right after the train station market, but the untimely blizzard had quashed that design.

She cast her gaze across the room. This time of year, her mother liked to play the carol about the holly and the ivy.

The harp strings offered up no holly, no ivy.

And herself? She existed on taxidermy’s verge.

The blizzard was so extreme that it halted the Grand Trunk Railway. Arlo Snook barely made it home from the Stables, and described the snow “blown high to his shoulders.” He’d managed to wrestle the floral cart back home somehow. No horses could fight their way through the clogged streets. No carollers came along, bearing candles and song. Even the Village Crier seemed to have drowned in a snowbank.

Finally, the tempest began to subside, and the world held its breath, suspended. Christmas Eve was eerily quiet.





Twenty-One

Who could have foreseen that a girl, virtually a stranger to Lavender, would save Christmas? Arlo bounded out of his room that morning, gulped a cup of chicory coffee with Lavender and told her all would yet be well.

“How, Arlo? We’ve no food, or yuletide tree. The blizzard, sabotaging sales of my yuletide wares, has scuttled Christmas.”

The snowstorm hadn’t quelled his mood. “Wait, Vender. You’ll see—later. I’ll return within an hour or two.”

The boy looped his scarf around his neck, slapped on his wool cap, and seized a shovel to clear snow around the front door and make a path. Lavender scratched a small porthole through which she observed him plunge into crested white dunes and churn his way along the snowy street. She saw, too, the white-plumed breaths of others wielding their shovels, heard their exertions. The snowy swells from those exertions rose higher.

She should undertake something more useful than studying her own glum visage in the mirror. Make biscuits. She strove to avoid melodrama—but her tears dropped into the biscuit dough.

Then everything changed. Arlo Snook returned home with the girl Sophie, all rosy-cheeked; she could have leapt from a lithograph by Currier and Ives. She pulled a sled stacked high with food. Any residual bias Lavender bore against her dissipated like morning mist. Food was food. And dinner would now exceed tear-filled biscuits.

Sophie laughed like sleigh bells and whisked about in the kitchen, her French accent most pleasing, her hair in pretty tendrils like sweet-pea vines around her face. Arlo Snook left again on some mysterious errand, but circled back home after about forty-five minutes with a lovely spruce tree on the same sled. Humming seasonal songs, the boy hopped about the parlour quickly, and soon the yuletide tree stood, trimmed with Lavender’s mother’s lovely ornaments and candles; all the while, aromas of butter, garlic, fried scallions, gravy, cooking sherry, sweet custard, a rising sponge cake and more delectable elements arose from the kitchen. During the extreme cold and blizzard, Lavender had relocated the hen into a crate by the kitchen stove, where she clucked merrily, delighted not to be on the bill of fare.

Arlo then bid Lavender be a “lady of leisure” while he helped Sophie in the kitchen. Lavender had been observing Sophie’s culinary work; the girl was a marvel! She even somehow saved Lavender’s biscuits, worked some herbal-cheese magic with them. Arlo poured a glass of cherry wine—brought by Sophie—for Lavender and led her into the parlour. That was kindness on the boy’s part, for he might have imparted a more blunt truth, that Lavender was, in fact, underfoot in the kitchen.

Arlo quipped about the horses down at the Stables chomping their Christmas oats in grand style; a pretty wreath with a red bow decked each stall, and the men had, as Lavender advised, taken the corsages and boutonnieres with them, so nothing had been wasted.

Lavender stretched on the fainting sofa, breathed in the tree. Across the parlour the harp stood, all attentive innocence. She imagined the garden rock, silent under its shroud. And the ones beneath the crosses and angels and stones in St. Thomas’ churchyard? Twice blanketed, by earth, then snow.

From the kitchen came a joyous gabble. Then Arlo’s hobbled steps as he laid the dining table. What a house of many rooms, the mind; Lavender moved the sorrow of all the unsold evergreen into her cranial attic. The girl’s cherry wine warmed her more than the fireplace. She drifted towards sleep. The exertions from fighting her way through the storm with her cart had caught up with her.

She awoke to sweet smells—spruce, pungent roast sirloin. Awoke to singing—Arlo and Sophie, a lively French song.

Moments passed, more delectable smells that Lavender, in the past months, in her reduced circumstances, could only dream about.

An apron knotted around his slender form, Arlo appeared in the parlour. Lavender swore he’d gained a few inches in height while cooking with Sophie. He presented her with a paper scroll, and in his neat printing announced the “bill of fare.”





Our Evergreen Feast—The Year of Our Lord 1860
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Oxtail Soup

Filets de Poulet aux Concombres (not our poulet!)

Tinned Oysters

Roast Sirloin of Beef [image: image] Punch Jelly [image: image] Stewed Celery

Collared Eel [image: image] Candied Yams

Charlotte Russe [image: image] Tipsy Cake [image: image] Bonbons

Cherry Wine [image: image] Sherry [image: image] Spruce Beer as desired
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Seasonal Musical Selections on Request—Concertina Player A.W. Snook






“Astonishing,” Lavender said, and asked where under the heavens he found collared eel.

“It’s all Sophie,” he answered. “Blacklock’s, I think. They have everything. Especially this time of year. Oh, and—I invited a guest, Vender. Why should I not? There’s an absolute bushel of food, and the gentleman would otherwise dine alone.”

As if the boy conducted some pageant, on cue, ceremonious knocks at the front door and Arlo scampered there to greet Varn Minyard.

A moment later, the doctor appeared in the parlour, a velvet waistcoat adorning his fine suit. The grey feathers in his hair had flocked, but aside from that he retained the same rejuvenated look Lavender had noted at the skating rink and before that. No monocle in his eye socket. He did remark, though, that his trek through the snow-clogged streets put his aging bones through their paces.

Lavender was glad to see him, and told him so, and happy Christmas.

Sophie emerged long enough from the kitchen to greet him.

“I’ve known this young lady longer than any of you,” the doctor said of Sophie. “I welcomed her into this world, one of the comeliest newborns I’ve ever seen.”

They all laughed. Sophie, yet more pink-faced, dashed back to her culinary work.

Soon Dr. Minyard sipped cherry wine in the parlour, not far from Lavender’s chair.

“Skating on the tannery rink agrees with you, Doctor,” Lavender larked.

A day of blushing, it seemed. Ruddy-cheeked, her father’s old friend reflected, quiet, for some moments, then remarked how many Christmases he’d dined in their house on Pinnacle Street, and his fond memories of them.

Lavender saw that he tried to manoeuvre the topic to an alternate track. But she wasn’t that easily routed.

“And do you intend, Doctor, to skate again at the tannery rink with Miss Trout?” she asked.

“I sincerely hope so, for she’s a most intriguing lady,” he answered.

“On what matters do you converse, you and—she?”

Varn Minyard tamped his pipe, lit it. “You are most curious, Lavender Fitch. But then, you always were an inquisitive child.”

She smiled, finding comfort in this earlier evocation of herself, now a ghost the way we’re all ghosts of our child-selves. “Well, and—?”

His pipe smoke formed a soft exclamation point. “Miss Trout can converse on a bewildering array of topics! Ranging from spirit matters to horses. She has travelled extensively—it’s like conversing with an encyclopedia of geography. She’s a walking, talking, skating map! And though my own travels and worldly adventures pale in comparison, she finds me, of all people—stodgy, pedantic me—fascinating. Calls me ‘a living archive of this place’ and claims a doctor of medicine is an indispensable person to know, and quizzes me endlessly about our village’s residents. Indeed, she’s quite insatiable on that front.” He turned, intent, to his pipe.

So enthralled was Varn Minyard that Lavender hadn’t the heart to suggest his indispensability might stem from Allegra Trout’s project to acquire information that bolstered her mediumistic profits. Clearly, the doctor was, like everyone, smitten, held under her spell. Lavender should alert him to Allegra’s—ulterior motive, that she, in her finery, plumped his vanity for her own ends. Did the doctor really, a man of his acumen, fail to penetrate her plot, diaphanous as butterfly wings (to Lavender, at least)? She should warn him. To avert hurt on his side of things. Yet she couldn’t do it. It was Christmas, and he looked so—content.

Lavender took a good jolt of cherry wine. Set forth to draw him out.

“I’ve heard, as you likely have, Doctor, that the second Mystical Extravaganza will soon take place. But directly after that, I suppose the Oracle and her assistant aim to leave and continue their circuit?”

Time piled back onto his face. “Indeed, the prospect weighs heavily on me. To not converse with her again. To learn of her exploits only through newspapers. Lavender, I’m almost sixty years of age, and never have I encountered such a wonder as Allegra Trout. She singled me out from the crowd that night at the courthouse, a wild orchid inexplicably sprang from my pocket. Such magic! She saw through me, as though I was one of those cathode rays they say, unbelievably, someday will allow us to view inside the human body—saw my loneliness, my—forlorn existence, she plucked me out of the dust, she—”

“Supper!” Arlo Snook called. “Come to the dining room now!”

Lavender had never witnessed such affect from the doctor. He seemed about to shed a tear. He’d always been kind, but clinical. He’d turned thespian under Allegra Trout’s influence. Lavender nearly spilled her wine as she shifted locations to seat herself for the meal.

The candelabra radiated resplendently on the dining table, which was covered with Lavender’s mother’s lace cloth and fine china. There was an evergreen centrepiece with glowing candles, like a forest filled with stars. There was fire everywhere. A light show that rivalled the fervid brilliance of S.B. Howes’ Star Troupe Menagerie and Circus.

Everyone took their places. Sophie joined them for grace, then began serving oxtail soup. Arlo junketed back and forth between the kitchen and dining room.

Dr. Minyard poured himself a second glass of cherry wine.

The boy carried out his culinary tour of duty to and from the kitchen, ferrying delicacies and hot dishes on a large tray.

They dined like royalty. Between courses, the candelabra flared preternaturally bright, exposing the threadbare look of Lavender’s dress. The glittering rays illuminated her father’s portrait on the wall, his long, furling moustache and apothecary’s eyes. Mistress Dot Tickell had painted it years earlier; the portrait exuded her signature sternness. The doctor lowered his fork and studied it. “Dear Roscoe,” he said, his first words in some time. He seemed lost inside some dream. Then raised his glass, a toast to a ghost.

After tipsy cake and charlotte russe, the doctor recovered his powers of conversation. He declared the meal fit for the gods. Arlo’s freckles glowed. Sophie blushed (again). They all chattered at once, except Lavender, who wondered if the harp, solitary in the parlour, might be lonely. The rock in the garden, she supposed, was accustomed to winter’s dormancy.

That amicable lull, after a feast, ensued. What pleasure, to feel sated; it cheered Lavender greatly. She turned to Varn Minyard. “Sir, did my father ever speak to you of devising his own pharmaceutical products, a sort of curative tonic?”

The doctor twisted his napkin as if it were a tourniquet. A tick of thought. “No, but I used to wonder what Roscoe did, all those late hours in his shop. I’d ride by in my carriage and see the back light on. It seemed untoward to ask, which may strike you as strange. But there are things people tell doctors, and things they don’t. Even friends.” Then he swerved back to the topic of Allegra Trout’s splendour.

At a point where it seemed polite to intervene in the doctor’s rhapsody, Arlo proposed they migrate to softer chairs. He snuffed the candles on the spruce branches and the candelabra and they moved into the parlour, where flames gambolled in the fireplace. He filled small bowls with walnuts. Firelight made Sophie’s face even lovelier. Someday he will leave you. An odd moment for Mrs. Rose’s words to return to Lavender, but return they did. The girl’s face had the shape of a heart. Arlo cast his admiring eyes on her, then asked Varn Minyard about the spiritualist business. “Do you place any credence in it, Doctor?”

The medic lit his pipe. “Well might you ask, Master Snook. There are those who ascribe much credibility to trance mediums, mesmerists and the like. Mrs. Moodie right here in Belleville. And I’m thinking, too, of the Scot, Daniel Dunglas Home. Professors from Harvard have scrutinized his levitations and other feats and have detected no trickery.”

Sophie interjected. “But, Sir, vous—you—a doctor—is it not some hocus-pocus to you?”

“It saddens me to say this, Sophie, but more of medicine than people realize is—sheer guesswork. The human body can be parsed and mapped in an anatomy class—and I may scrutinize through my microscope—but so much of disease and illness remains unknown.”

Arlo laid another tray of walnuts before them. “Might you, Dr. Minyard and Miss Trout, be but two sides of the same coin?”

“How do you mean?” the doctor asked.

“You share stakes in a related undertaking,” the boy said. “You strive to keep people alive before they’re dead, and she strives to keep them alive after they’re dead.”

He’d not only grown in height, Arlo, but also in acumen, Lavender thought.

“What interests you so in these spiritual matters, a sapling lad like yourself, quite far from death, Master Snook?” probed the doctor.

Arlo cast cautious eyes in Lavender’s direction. “A medium—like Miss Trout—may have news of my parents. My real ones, I mean. And since she’ll show her powers again soon, I hope to learn more.”

Varn Minyard made a critical doctor-face. “Why would this news, even if forthcoming, be relevant? Have not the Fitches given you a home and much familial affection these past years, and now Lavender provides the same?”

“Yes!” Arlo flattened his hand over his heart—gesturing affection. “They have—you have, Vender. But when all is done and said, I can’t help being curious. I don’t even know whether my parents are alive or dead. The late Mr. Fitch told me there were no records, so now, if they no longer walk this earth, I’ve got to listen to their spirits if they’ve news for me.”

Lavender nearly choked on a walnut. To conceal her disquietude, she excused herself. In the kitchen, which retained its heavenly smells, she quickly, distractedly, wrapped a pencil and two small packets of tea in bright scraps of cloth, then tied the three gifts with string. It was all she had.

Returning to the parlour, Lavender was relieved to find the conversation had moved from genealogy, bloodlines, to speculations on what 1861 might deliver. She presented her gifts—tea for the doctor, tea for Sophie, an Ebenezer Wood pencil for Arlo, who, in turn, gave Lavender a packet of licorice he’d stowed in his pocket. Sophie said her gift to everyone was the dinner, and a fine one it was, they all agreed.

“I gave you my gift some months ago, Lavender,” Varn Minyard said.

Lavender first thought he meant the medical examination under his taxidermy, but that hadn’t really felt gift-like. She couldn’t think what, and shot him a look that signalled her bepuzzlement.

“The bouquet,” the doctor said. “Left on your doorstep. I’d been worried about you, so disconsolate, so thin. I thought flowers might cheer you. And though I’m advanced in years, the childish—element of mystery to it delighted me. I don’t always wear a stethoscope, you know.”

The doctor seemed to have forgotten that he’d revealed this to Lavender at an earlier time. He was, by his own admission, getting older. Forgetful? She didn’t remind him of this. Unspoken words could be a gift too, Lavender realized, perhaps especially at Christmas.





Twenty-Two

Hunger’s wolf wasn’t at the door. Robert Trout was at the door. The front door, this time. It was the day after Christmas and he was standing there, like some Ghost of Christmas Past.

Arlo Snook had gone to work. Snowflakes large as white gardenias tumbled down slowly as Lavender, with rapid, urgent hand shunts, scurried Robert into the house. He looked frost-ravaged, and she placed a chair close to the fire for him, and unrolled a rag rug for his snowy boots.

He sat, shivering, a dark lock fallen over the Adonis side of his face. Lavender loved that lock, even if he’d left Belleville to see a sweetheart or wife. She wished she could “un-love” it, but that would be as impossible as not loving spring’s first blooms.

“You were gone,” she said dumbly.

He nodded.

“Christmas came,” she added. “And went.” “Do you speak in riddles, Miss Fitch?”

His question splintered the ice. She laughed. “No, in truth I can hardly speak at all, that’s how surprised I am to see you.”

“Forgive me, I should have sent a calling card ahead,” Robert said.

“Why? No one else does, of late, so your lapse is no greater than anyone’s.”

She studied him closely. His face, both sides, more hollowed. Surely, he’d hungered during his absence.

“There’s food left,” she said. “The boy’s young-lady friend is a stellar chef. I’ll heat a plate for you, and you’ll taste for yourself. And sugar pie I myself baked this morning. I promised my tutor, Mrs. Rose, I’d work on it. It may be passable.”

He didn’t demur. Only sat, sorrowful, quiet but for the chattering of those beautiful teeth.

Lavender hurried to the kitchen, fixed a plate for him and fired the stove. The kitchen warmed, causing her to grab a nearby advertising broadsheet and fan herself. She placed the plate on the warming rack and resettled in the parlour.

How to ask him? How to ask him—everything?

“Your Christmas tree is sublime,” he remarked.

“You’ve been gone,” she said—again.

“I made an expedition for supplies Allegra needs for the upcoming performance.”

“And where, Sir, do you acquire those?”

“Here, there. Some local, others in Kingston. The weather was abysmal for travel, if I may say. The blizzard delayed my return.”

So, evasiveness was the day’s order.

“Mr. Trout, if I may ask, where do you—and Allegra—reside here in Belleville?”

Her arrow flew straight. Direct as the crow’s flight. If this offended Robert, he didn’t reveal it.

“I’ve appeared unceremoniously at your door, Miss Fitch. You’re about to feed me. For your kindness, you’re owed a truthful account. We stay with my aunt, Hestie Buck, down in the Sawdust Flats. Had Christmas dinner with her yesterday, though my mind strayed greatly from the occasion. Allegra filled the void and babbled endlessly, Doctor this, Doctor that. And Aunt Hestie is multiloquent.”

Lavender’s mind stumbled on Buck. The name of the lady whose son Allegra had summoned from the dead on All Hallows’ Eve. Could it be the same Mrs. Buck of that night, the lady who’d wailed and wept? She asked him. Again, straight out. Nothing roundabout.

Robert sighed. “The very same Mrs. Buck, yes.”

Aromas from the meal heating in the kitchen reached Lavender. Too long in the oven would dry it out, ruin it. She excused herself to retrieve it, pausing by the stove, her mind in disarray over this latest revelation.

She served Robert’s food in the parlour so he might remain by the fire. Placed the hot plate on a tray, which he balanced expertly on his knees. No stranger, it seemed, to dining in this improvised fashion.

He ate. Soon, every shred of meat, every crumb, was gone. His hunger matched or even exceeded her own (with the notable exception of yesterday, Sophie’s feast). He’d eaten like a starving soul.

Laying aside his cutlery, Robert looked ashamed. “I quite gobbled that. Please forgive my manners. It was delicious.”

“Did your aunt Buck not provide ample Christmas fare, Sir?”

“It was scant fare,” Robert replied. “Hestie isn’t a woman of means.”

Lavender had to know. “So, she offers you and Allegra room and board?”

“Yes, we pay her.”

“And”—here it came—“she helps with Allegra’s spectacles?”

Robert looked alarmed. “You are perceptive, Miss Fitch.”

“That night at the courthouse, then, Allegra did not, as it appeared, pluck a random participant from the audience?”

“No,” Robert said. “I’ll not tell you a falsehood. It was rehearsed beforehand.”

The deception addled Lavender. All those people had been tricked. And where did the ruse leave Robert? She’d taken him for a man of lofty ideals. All that poetry—what would Mr. Whitman think?

Robert’s deep orbs probed hers—for evidence of censure, likely. “One aspect of it is true,” he said. “Aunt Hestie’s son did drown, and those who’ve lived for some time in this town no doubt recall the tragedy.”

Lavender didn’t; it must have occurred while she was away at school in Cobourg.

“Mr. Trout, doesn’t the sheer disingenuousness of this burden your conscience?”

To his credit, Robert grew neither agitated nor oppositional. “It’s a performance—and most believe its authenticity. They want to believe. They want to feel, for isn’t feeling the essence of being alive? Think of a Spirit Medium’s showings as akin to watching a play by Mr. Shakespeare. They are spells. They promote catharsis. But above all, Allegra brings people solace, by invoking another layer of existence beyond ours, the hope that their loved ones aren’t forever lost to them. Doesn’t consolation justify certain elements of—artifice?”

Lavender was a proponent of solace. Who wouldn’t be? It was, after all, a primary function of flowers. She herself traded in solace. Still, the chicanery galled her, she wasn’t prepared to leave off with it. “What about the words on the spirit slate that night? What effected those?”

“Lemon juice. And several other chemical compounds.”

Lavender recalled Allegra’s graveyard gripe: people pay to see me fail.

“Then, Mr. Trout, if you control it all, and the performance is a carefully executed mirage, a series of parlour tricks, how can it possibly fail?”

“Plenty of ways.” Gloom tinged Robert’s words. “Sometimes the chemicals don’t work. Or Allegra is simply not in the humour for it—that’s the case more and more lately—and can’t magnetize belief in the audience. Or I’ve left a crucial ingredient back in my room.” He paused. “I will say, though, that Allegra has astonished even me. Her charisma carries her far. But now, please, Miss Fitch, can we speak of other things?”

“Yes, let’s,” Lavender said. “For what I’ve just now learned brings consternation, and I must ponder it further.”

But now Robert seemed indisposed to leaving the topic. What a spinning gulp of swallows, cauldron of hawks, their exchange. “Aunt Hestie is poor,” he said. “She gained a small income from helping us on All Hallows’ Eve. And as I’ve mentioned, we’ve been paying her room and board. In that respect, we’re altruists, helping family, as well as our being thespians who entertain and console.”

Suddenly, Headmistress Cordell’s lesson bounded into Lavender’s mind. Generosity. Should Robert Trout be condemned without a fair trial? The not-yet-judged shall receive sugar pie, Lavender resolved. Provided she, as judge and jury, could be convinced that Robert’s character had in it more integrity than deceit (she’d expended her tolerance for deceit back in Cobourg, with the Quincey Luke disaster).

She cleared her throat. “Was your recent excursion only for supplies, Mr. Trout? And no other purpose?”

He affirmed this, fixed his eyes directly on hers.

“And did you find the gift you sought, when we last spoke, before fire took you away, for a lady? You didn’t say which lady.”

“Yes,” he said. “I found a very nice pendant for Aunt Hestie in Kingston. She’s never had much finery, and was quite thrilled with it.”

Again he looked her straight in the eyes. Not one jot of room for deception in his look.

Sugar pie for him, then. (She’d sort the thespian matter later, it needed much thought.)

Lavender excused herself. A minute or two later, she brought a slice of pie for Robert, and a fork.

“You’re not joining me for dessert, Miss Fitch?”

She told him her capacity for food must have shrunk after an extended bout of hunger, such that she remained filled, still, from yesterday’s Christmas feast.

The slice of pie disappeared as if whooshed away by some magic wand. He set aside his empty plate.

“I suppose your rooms in your aunt’s house are—rather bleak, Sir?”

“Very—like a prison cell with a lumpy cot, very draughty, and dank,” Robert admitted. “We’re always worried about contracting a chill, ague, or, worse, catching our death of cold. But when we first arrived, your exquisite flowers made my room a small paradise.”

“They took your breath away,” she said.

“Yes.”

Lavender rose abruptly and seized the poker to stir the fire back to life. Somehow her skirt shifted, a flame found it and leapt there, igniting the cloth. She paddled her hands furiously and beat the fire out. It burnt a hole in her skirt, though.

Robert attempted a jest. “You’re a hazard, Miss.”

“No—you are, Sir.”

They confounded each other.

“I’d like to show you something,” Robert said at last. He reached into his pocket, then opened a small, handsome silver case, inside of which was an image of himself as a youth. It had to be him, those unmistakable eyes—very fine, the image—from a time before, probably considerably before, his disfigurement.

“What is it?” Lavender asked.

“A calotype,” Robert said. “The word means, in Greek, beautiful impression.”

And it was. He returned the case to his pocket, and while it gladdened Lavender to have viewed his unmarred face before whatever tragedy befell him, it also saddened her more acutely than the frost-killed garden.

Appreciative as she was for his sharing of it, the act brought an awkwardness. Remarking on his former glory implied the ruination of his current—state. So, she said only, “It’s decidedly you.” And then, “You’ve told me much, Mr. Trout. But tell me more. After all, you must have visited today for a reason beyond the longing you’d expressed for hearth and home? You came to dispatch some truths, perhaps? You’ve only just started. Who are you? And why do you continue as accomplice to these performances, which I’ve learned are forgeries, shams? I’d pegged you as more noble than that. After all, you recite poetry.”

Her imagination formed another calotype of him, huddled on his sad cot in the Sawdust Flats. It made her want to weep, yet she scolded. Generosity was an art, it seemed, that needed honing, cultivating—like floriculture. But just now she’d been blunt as borage. Austere as thistle. But perhaps sweet-brier too, hurting in order to heal?

On his chair by the fire, Robert hunched, a portrait of shame. Mistress Tickell would relish painting him now. But Lavender took no pleasure in his abjection.

“I’ve earned your disdain, Miss Fitch,” Robert Trout said. “When I sought to earn your esteem. And I now hurl myself at your mercy, for any second you may eject me from your house into the streets, and report Allegra and me as bogus frauds to the Village Crier, and everyone will know and we’ll be quite finished—in these parts, at least—quite—gone.”

Never before had Lavender seen such a countenance of pure anguish. She pulled her chair closer to his and said, “Do you see me reach anywhere, Mr. Trout, for an—ejection switch?”

Robert Trout shook his head. She’d meant it as a quip, but he was too mired in chagrin to see the humour in it.

That lock fell over his face again, the damaged side. And then Lavender shocked herself. She did something impulsive, utterly devoid of thought: she reached over and, with a gentle hand, moved the lock from his face so she had the full view of it.

That dome of peace lowered over them again, as at the train station market the day Robert arrived. And the parlour now had that same vibrational hum as the first time he visited her house. Lavender half expected the harp to play; but it seemed, rather, inclined to listen.

“I will tell you everything,” Robert said, “and, with Mr. Whitman’s help,

“This hour I tell things in confidence,

I might not tell everybody but I will tell you.”





Twenty-Three

We are from Duluth,” Robert Trout began. “My brother Silas and myself. Our father was a fur merchant, which”—he laughed weakly—“perhaps explains Allegra’s love of furs. Allegra’s name is a fiction. Her real name is Cordie Ruggles. I’ll keep calling her Allegra, though; I’m so inured to it. She was part of a circus troupe that encamped in Minnesota. A smaller operation than S.B. Howes’ Star Troupe, but accomplished nonetheless. Allegra’s equestrian acts truly were superlative, the way she stood, balanced on one shapely leg, on a horse, smiling radiantly the whole time, the sequins on her fetching costume tiny stars shooting under the big-top lanterns, the way she tossed large hoops high and filled the air with circles while standing on the animal’s back. Her equestrian brilliance placed Silas utterly under her spell. Allegra had only ever known the circus life; she was to stay for as long as the circus tents remained pitched, but Silas captured her heart. She left the circus and they married. But Allegra grew restless and returned to circus life—with Silas—on tour. He played an accounting role. A circus is very complex, and Silas was adept with numbers.”

Fidgeting with the burnt hole in her skirt—what a feat of mending that would take—Lavender asked, “Why doesn’t Allegra now stand on horses and perform with the circus? She’s not so very old—and the circus remains popular, despite that dreadful riot in Toronto five years ago. Why does she talk to Spirits instead of horses? Or enact the illusion of it?”

“She took a terrible fall,” Robert said. “Silas almost lost her. They were forced to stay behind while Allegra convalesced—in Connecticut—and the circus moved on, as the circus must. They sent for me, needing my assistance, and I gave up my teaching post in Duluth to help them. Allegra mended, and Silas and I embraced a cautious optimism that she’d resume her equestrian work. She loved it, and it was lucrative.”

Lavender had set the kettle to boil, its steamy roll began. Robert paused. It was apparent that the next segment proved difficult to relay.

“I agreed to stay with Silas and Allegra until they were fully reinstated in their circus life, for I was useful in the manner of a—valet. We’d planned to reunite with the circus in the Midwest. The year was 1853. We boarded a train and it derailed, due to a signal error, across an open bridge. Had we three occupied the first passenger car, we’d have perished with the others. There were doctors on board; they’d been at a convention. They ministered to Allegra and likely salvaged her life. I lay trapped under a segment of wreckage near the engine. I will spare you the details. Silas saved my life. He dragged me to safety, but lost his own life, when struck by falling debris. Long before this, he’d made me promise that if anything ever happened to him, I’d take care of Allegra. I owe my dead brother that debt, which is why I now travel with his widow and—”

“Are subjected to people’s gaping and unkind remarks on seeing your face—which, I assume, suffered its disfigurement in that accident?” Lavender then apologized for her conversational breach.

On the contrary, Robert seemed relieved for the respite. He nodded. She saw to the kettle, set out the teapot, two cups.

“Damage from a steam burn, yes,” he went on. “And that, Miss Fitch, is something different about you I noted immediately. Always it’s the first thing people ask me—’What happened to your face?’—yet you restrained yourself, for surely you were curious. And in doing so, you afforded me a kind of quietude no one else has ever done.”

“If the earth was not frozen beneath its mantle of snow,” Lavender said, “I would bring you lemon balm—for sympathy.”

“Apothecaries and doctors tried a number of treatments,” Robert said. “Belladonna, calendula, aloe, every liniment, oil, salve they could devise, lime water, nitrate.”

“Avena sativa, otherwise known as oats?” Lavender couldn’t resist interjecting again.

“Yes. I wore porridge on my face. And was given great quantities of morphine, for the pain. That same year, a newly invented hypodermic syringe allowed medics to administer it to rapid effect. But that didn’t diminish the pain I felt when looking in the mirror.”

Lavender discerned the phantom pain of it lurking even now. “I’m terribly sorry for your suffering—Robert.” First the lock of hair, now his name—again, unmoored from premeditation. “And I’m heartily sorry about your brother. And Allegra’s misfortune, and loss.”

“Allegra was utterly ruined for some time. She partook of many spirits from the bottle, and raved. I stayed with her. We took rooms in New York, her place of origin, though, as a travelling performer, she’d lived there little. She recovered from the horse tragedy and the train wreck, but never from Silas’s death. She talked to him incessantly and became involved with a group of spiritualists in New York. The Fox sisters had reported rappings in their house a few years earlier. The thing was wildly in vogue—the underskirt of science, in a sense. For Allegra, it was real, and she learned quickly, and began conducting circles and studying with a leading medium. My extensive reading in the spectral arts and things ghostly intrigued me, and proved useful to Allegra, who doesn’t bother much with books. I read deeply in science and mesmerism. I fashioned some devices to aid her work. Also composed a formal script for her performances, for she has little interest in things literary—or, as I discovered on my first day in your village, floral. In Brooklyn, I acquired some itinerant teaching to sustain us, and in several short years Allegra gained a reputation for her mediumistic gifts. The peripatetic life doesn’t trouble her. She can commune with Silas anywhere on the map. She has turned speaking with her dead husband—and lost ones of others—into her livelihood.”

“So, Allegra believes fully in the spirit world?”

Robert sighed. “Fully. Her conviction is genuine, and its depth convinces those around her. So perhaps you may judge her—us—less harshly. Though we aren’t averse to using, as you now know, certain—devices, effects, props. Allegra is highly skilled at drawing energy from other planes, and has executed some extraordinary feats in the séance room and public spectacles. People have compared her to the renowned Spirit Medium Maria Hayden, and are naturally predisposed to believing my sister-in-law’s every word and act. For you’ve surely noted how women of superlative beauty wield a power over those around them. Also, there’s her prowess with tea leaves and the tarot deck.”

His remark prompted Lavender to pour their tea. Her heart was moved by his trials, his loyal stewardship of his dead brother’s widow.

“And you? Do you also ascribe to the spiritualists’ views?”

“Yes,” Robert said. “I know Silas’s essence lives on—I’ve felt it here, in the woods. His voice comes to me sometimes, as real as the harp I heard play right here in this room. And other times I see him up in the night sky, working to form words, a message for me, from stars.”

At last Lavender understood why Robert didn’t break free from Allegra. He kept a promise. And the Oracle wasn’t a complete fraud in the spiritualist realm. She was a believer.

The beet-like, burnt side of Robert’s face drained a little. He appeared fatigued.

“And yet, Mr. Trout, you do all this, carry out this—stewardship of Allegra despite how contrary, as you’ve said, the nomadic life is to your disposition?”

“I don’t share Allegra’s restless spirit—or her ambitions. We are rootless. I miss my books greatly. They languish in a trunk at an associate’s Brooklyn house. Poetry. Mrs. Crowe’s compendium, The Night Side of Nature. Articles on crystallomancy, divination and mesmerism in the Eclectic Magazine, Langdon Taylor’s Handy Guide to Palmistry, Louisa Crawford’s Fortune Teller, Zadkiel’s Almanac. Lord, what a library I left behind! I’m a bookish freak, I suppose.” He took sips of tea.

“Don’t say that—please,” Lavender implored. “The freak part. It was an accident.”

“There’s been room for only one volume on our travels—Leaves of Grass.” Robert gazed around the room. “I ache for a home and perhaps one day to teach again, for I found it most edifying. That’s one reason I came here today; your parlour’s warmth pulled me with this ineffable—hypnotic force. And there’s real magic in this house, unmediated by any artifice.” He gestured towards the harp on its stand. “To witness authentic magic has an irresistible pull. Beholding your mother’s harp play of its own volition rekindled a belief in me that had withered, on the road, with cynicism and, I suppose, simply the fatigue of constant movement, travel. Forgive me, I am talking too much.” He drank more tea.

Lavender longed to mound his hands with blossoms of apples. “You may yet possess those things you desire,” she told him.

His eyes were ponds of woe. “Truly, Miss Fitch? You really believe I’m likely to find someone capable of seeing past my disfigurement, into the heart of me?” He began shaking, though surely not with cold by that point; almost toppling his tea, which he then set down on the side table, likely to avoid such an accident.

How Lavender ached to grasp his elegant hands, the ones she’d filled with her late summer flowers that day at the blue-lit railway station when those same blooms stole his breath away; take those hands and say, “Don’t you see? You’ve found her—this very moment she drinks tea with you.” But she’d already moved his lock of hair, spoken his name; anything further would verge on impropriety. But on the other side, soon enough her own fingers would be bones, unable to latch to another’s.

Then—she did it. She curved her fingers around his shapely, inventive hands. Clasped them. The void between thought and action had grown intolerable. Thick frost crusted the windows, so no scandal-sheet scribbler could peer into her parlour. And far from recoiling, Robert out-grasped her. They sat, silent, their fingers trailing plants, entwined. After a moment, she withdrew her hands.

“There’s more sugar pie,” she said. “I now find myself fancying a piece. The Christmas fullness has abated.” She bustled to the kitchen, sliced two pieces she brought into the parlour; the day being boreal, staying near the fire was the best course.

They didn’t mention their hands.

She sampled the pie. “It’s edible, I think?”

Robert brushed back his dark lock, then lit into his slice. After a long chewing moment: “In truth, I’d like to dwell here, recite from Leaves of Grass and gobble your sugar pie.”

Lavender’s face flamed, went all rogue on her. His last sentiment registered carnal as Whitman. “The pie is anomalous fare. More typically you’d eat one of my terrible turnip puddings, larded biscuits, a raw potato. Or a boiled egg. Or, on a good day, a fried fish caught by the boy Arlo Snook.”

“And what of the boy, Miss Fitch? Has he kept secret our—acquaintance?”

She swirled her near-empty teacup, studying the leaves’ slow dance. “To my knowledge, yes. I trust Arlo. And Allegra? Does she still regard me as a thief?”

“Allegra hasn’t mentioned it, but then she’s absorbed in her upcoming Mystical Extravaganza, and takes regular tea with that doctor.”

Lavender scowled into her cup. “Varn Minyard, yes. I think she’s quite charmed him. And they’ve skated together at the tannery rink. What can she want from him? You’ve told me she still mourns her dead husband—your brother.”

Turning more sombre, Robert said, “She does indeed; some grief never fully abates. My own heart hasn’t healed from the loss of Silas. I wish I could commune with him the way Allegra does. She often tells me what messages she’s received from him, from the place beyond, the place some call Summerland. I think her most recent exchange with Silas is relevant to your question.”

“Sir?”

“Apparently, Silas quite tenderly reminded her that he’s been gone for seven years. And advised her, in so many words, to get on with her life.”

Lavender fiddled with the burn hole in her skirt again. She should stop; it could worsen it. But keeping her fingers busy aided thought, a habit from gardening, perhaps.

A dazzling ray of winter sun beamed in through the parlour window, through a fissure in the frost.

“So then, Robert, doesn’t it stand to reason that you, too, might follow suit, and pursue a life that fulfills you? If Allegra takes the spousal spirit’s advice, doesn’t that, to a great extent, relieve you of your—caretaking duties?” Lavender had chosen her words cautiously, her fervent hope being that diplomacy prevailed.

His face, so tinged with sadness, brightened. And he was beautiful even in his damage. A pastry crumb fell from his trousers. “By all the leaves and grass, Miss Fitch, I hadn’t seen it that way until you brought a whole new light to it. Lord, now my thoughts fly everywhere . . . But you asked about the doctor and my sister-in-law. Here’s my hypothesis: If I know Allegra, she seeks an investor in a fresh enterprise. She doesn’t tire of the itinerant life, but she does weary of mediumistic work, and recently relayed to me her new venture, yet one that circles back to her earlier love: an equestrian menagerie that performs on a touring circuit. She’ll ride again, she informed me not long ago. But such a thing is costly. That’s what she saves her oracular proceeds for—when she doesn’t buy new gowns.”

“So, Allegra has no interest in Dr. Minyard beyond the—mercenary? By that, I mean she sees him as instrumental, a means to an end?”

“I can’t truly say,” Robert replied. “Perhaps the companionship of a gentleman like your doctor helps mitigate her grief. I do know that she expects me to assist in the management of this horsey scheme, as I now do with her spiritual work, and continue our ceaseless travels. The very prospect flattens me, when here—this town, this common parlour—is where the magic resides. Where I’ve felt the first serenity in so long. And your citizens may even be growing accustomed to my face.” He laughed weakly. “The stares and jeers and insults lessen daily.”

She took his hands in hers again. “Robert, do you really think your brother would want you to be so unhappy, to carry out your time on earth so unfulfilled? Don’t you think you’ve kept your promise wonderfully well, devoted seven years of your life to supporting Silas’s widow? Quite possibly you’ve paid your debt to your brother in full?”

Robert brushed the errant lock off his forehead. “Perhaps. But what about Allegra?”

Scuffling, scraping noises on the front stoop. It was Arlo Snook, shovelling snow out there. Any minute, the boy would burst into the house in his habitual way, with news from the streets.

Lavender spoke hurriedly. “Though you know Allegra much better than I do, I believe her to be very resourceful. After all, consider how she ascended, like the phoenix, from the ashes of her first performing life, with horses. I’ll wager she could shift her shape into various forms. She could probably fashion and sell frocks, and boots, and bonnets, and capes, among other things. Look how the ladies here mimic her style. I’ll wager, too, that she could command a rock and it would leap to life and do her bidding.”

Arlo Snook, all snow and horse smells, entered the parlour. Even the Christmas tree’s forest scents were overpowered by the Stables. He carried a long pole, and an object wrapped in sackcloth. If he found it strange that Robert Trout again occupied their parlour, he didn’t reveal it; rather, he acted as though it were a daily event. After giving Lavender his usual “Hey O” greeting, Arlo grinned broadly at Robert and said, “Good to see you, Sir. And wishes of the season.”

Robert returned the greeting.

“Arlo,” Lavender said, “what in heaven do you have there?” The frightening object reminded her of the weapon on the tarot card she’d drawn, Seven of Swords.

The boy held out the pole. A sharp, spear-like point had been bound with twine, wrapped many times and attached to one end. “I made this,” he said. “For ice fishing. I call it the Impaler. And I caught a fish for our supper—it’s wrapped in this cloth. Not any too soon, either; they say a thaw is on the way. I’ll fry the fish now, recipe Sophie taught me. I trust you’ll stay to dine, Magic Sir?”

Lavender and Robert laughed at the boy’s epithet.

“I can’t stay, young man. I’m sorry. My aunt expects me to help her with some errands. And”—a significant glance at Lavender—“I’m quite full, among other things, of the best sugar pie I’ve ever eaten in my life.”

“Next time, then,” Arlo said, beelining for the kitchen.

Robert rose, wound Roscoe Fitch’s scarf around his neck and said, “Given your magic prowess, Lavender, your ability to stir music played by a spirit harpist in an ordinary parlour—which makes you, in my mind, a sort of vernacular oracle—would you walk with me under the stars one night, and help me decipher any messages my brother might have spelled out for me, up there?”

“I will,” she said. “Walk with you. Try to help you read the sky. A starlight stroll sounds lovely, and as the boy foretold, milder weather is around the corner. But I think, as you yourself have intimated, you may discover a message much closer than the Milky Way.”

“That sounds like a riddle,” Robert said. “One I’ll mull. Mightily.”

He thanked Lavender for food, fire, her listening ears.

He pulled on his coat. At that same instant the hen, from its crate in the kitchen, squalled like no tomorrow.

“What in the name of Orion’s Belt is that unearthly noise, Miss Fitch?”

What else might happen on that ordinary day? Him. Hands. Sugar pie. Hen.

Mirth seized Lavender. “It’s a hen. A common chicken.”

Robert laughed too. “Thank you, Miss Fitch.”

“For what, Mr. Trout?”

“For not giving up.”

Through the front window, Lavender observed him recede, with sprightly steps, down Pinnacle Street.





Twenty-Four

She’d clasped his hands, brushed back his hair to behold his face fully. The last time she’d entwined fingers with a man had been a decade earlier, three years before the train wreck that damaged Robert’s face and killed his brother. Such sorrow and heartbreak he’d endured. Lavender’s own hurt that year was of a different ilk, less extreme than his, but heartbreak is heartbreak.

It had happened during her time at Cobourg Ladies’ Academy. Her headmistress, Zilla Cordell, comforted her in the wreckage of it, of him—Quincey Luke. Told Lavender she’d learned a useful lesson, and henceforth she’d do well to embark on more significant projects than falling prey to the flattering advances of suitors. Better the thing had broken off early, Miss Cordell declared, and Mr. Luke’s spurious motives were exposed before any real damage occurred. Applying her obsession with Hans Christian Andersen’s tales as a point of departure, as was her habit, the headmistress told Lavender: “Now rise from the debris and prevail, rather than burn, like the story’s paper ballerina.”

Lavender found the analogy misapplied; the ballerina had burnt out of love, not rejection. The tin soldier was steadfast, Quincey Luke was not. But Lavender was too distraught to correct her headmistress, and only sat, downcast, on her dormitory bed.

Mrs. Clement Rose relished tales of ruination. Lavender recalled her recent tirade against “circus types” like Robert Trout. But the old tutor didn’t know Robert’s tragic story; rather, she judged on skimpy evidence.

Quincey Luke had scarred Lavender’s heart. And the whole sad affair embittered her so much that she’d never opened any of the romance novels Mrs. Rose brought to the house. And in the potting shed, Lavender’s skates, spiderwebbed and dejected, hung, gallowed by their straps, over the large nail—a relic of caution, dusty emblem of misfortune, a bladed warning to not succumb to a gentleman’s advances until his good character could be verified. She’d do well to record this lesson right now, in the manner of a refresher, as a New Year’s resolution—for the current year dwindled down to hours. So she took out her diary and notated it. Once burnt, etc. Stay vigilant against poseurs and scoundrels. She also allowed the bitter scenario of ten years earlier to play out in her mind, as a lesson, a kind of training in aversion.

She’d flown, once, on those skates, sweet rush. Now, ensconced near her mother’s harp, Lavender’s mind swirled, unfurled in loops, laps around an ice rink, coils within coils. Spirals of thought. The chasm between ideas and actual, lived experience.

She couldn’t reflect on it without picturing Headmistress Cordell. Her students must hunger for excellence—her teacherly mantra—cultivate mind and body. Miss Cordell embraced sport and physical exercise. Winter she adored; as evidence, her classroom’s walls held framed scenes of European winters—purchased perhaps in Toronto, or on one of her trips. When not teaching, Miss Cordell travelled. With respect to Bruegel’s Hunters in the Snow, Lavender averted her eyes; that picture reminded her of the hunting accident that caused Arlo Snook’s lameness. The headmistress’s lessons were extensive: arithmetic, rhetoric, literature, botany, moral science. Domestic science Miss Cordell scoffed at, preferred to devote class time to higher things. For how difficult, really, was it, to conjure a meringue? (Later, deficient training in domestic science, and having had a cook, hired by her father, resulted in Lavender’s scorched soup, terrible biscuits.) Lavender loved botany, and that subject would, in time, provide a livelihood where Paley’s Evidence for the existence of a higher being would not. Nor would her calligraphy, which Miss Cordell’s assessment marked as less than stellar.

Braided into Academy life, too, were Lavender’s peers, Della Stokes and Ethelinda Quackenbush, the former known for her carriage-pleated skirts and needlework, the latter caring for neither fashion nor waist measurements. Ethelinda loved rambling along Lake Ontario, which, to Lavender, after the Bay of Quinte, opened wide as the ocean she’d only seen in picture books. Having been tutored by Mrs. Clement Rose, who in truth lacked scholarly credentials and had been, more than anything, a surrogate mother to Lavender and a housekeeper to her father, Lavender lagged behind at the Academy. Miss Cordell was shocked to discover that Miss Fitch’s previous curriculum included the Puritan Janeway’s Token for Children, with its grim accounts of the holy and exemplary lives and joyful deaths of several young children. “No child should be made to read that,” Miss Cordell had protested. Much more worthy, she asserted, were the cautionary tales of wolves that devoured girls in red hoods; or men with blue beards whose wives met grisly demises due to failing to obey their blue-chinned husbands. Lavender struggled to see how these constituted an improvement over the Puritan, who’d almost certainly have placed Lavender and her peers directly on the scorching path to hell.

At the Academy, they weren’t always good girls, Lavender, Della and Ethelinda, choking back mirth with their hands clapped over their mouths lest the hall prefect hear their laughter while they took snuff; that substance was against the rules. While passing around the nasal powder, they shared their girlish dreams, in which fine clothes and carriages figured heavily. Lavender, at one snuff party, said she dreamed of growing flowers that soared to the sky, titan delphiniums, for if her mother was “up there,” in the place called heaven, those tall blue blooming spires might form a ladder, allowing her mother to step down for a visit to earth.

After Lavender had studied at the Academy for five years and was, her father declared, turning into quite the young lady, Miss Cordell brought in a new subject, Outdoor Winter Sport. They skated on a large rink in the town, for public use every Friday afternoon through the frozen months.

How Lavender stumbled on her blades in the beginning! Della Stokes’s long plush velvet coattails sailed past her. Miss Cordell twirled in the middle of the pond, oblivious, creating elegant figures with her blades, etching out the future, no doubt. Lavender wobbled unsteadily along, and a coughing fit sent her off balance. She braced herself for a hard fall, but then felt a firm hand assist her. Hacking, she followed the hand to an arm, to a woollen shoulder, then higher to the smooth face of a young man, seemingly about her own age, eyes the colour of spring peas.

“You’re shaky, Miss,” he laughed, holding her arm and steering her around the rink. “Very prettily shaky, I might add.”

She still coughed too much to thank him for his assistance. With his free hand—the one not steadying her around the ice—he reached into his coat pocket and gave her some type of hard candy. “Horehound,” he said. “It will soothe your throat.”

They circled the rink. Lavender felt her classmates’ eyes on her. Heard their blades’ scritch-scritch. The young man held her arm firmly; he tolerated her herky-jerky movements. After a few moments her coughing subsided, allowing her to acknowledge his help.

“Are you a doctor, then?” she asked. “You keep cures in your pocket.”

They rounded the rink. “I study cures. My hope is to begin pharmacological training at McGill next fall.”

Lavender said that was her father’s very profession. So surprised was she by the coincidence, she almost tripped over her own skates. He righted her wobble.

They circled the rink, chattered. Too soon, the headmistress’s voice, shot through with crystalline frost, called out the end, in two minutes, of Outdoor Sport. The young man slipped another horehound candy into Lavender’s gloved hand, revealed his name—Quincey Luke—also that his aunt lived in Cobourg and he enjoyed the train ride from Toronto to visit her. Lavender began to tell him her name, but the headmistress frosted loudly over to her, “Miss Fitch, Outdoor Sport is now over! Say goodbye to your friend!” Lavender had tottered, shamefaced, on weak legs to the rink’s edge, where her peers awaited—with smug, knowing faces. Miss Cordell marshalled them to a long bench for removal of their skates, leaving Lavender only the briefest instant to glance at the young man who circled the rink, his scarf a bright banner flowing out behind him. Skating with confidence and finesse, he waved, called out to her, “So long, Miss Fitch, but not goodbye!”

The next day, Headmistress Cordell lectured lustily on Canada’s new women, how, if they ever wished to be seen as equals and be granted the right to vote in a democratic society, they must develop their own strength, and not lean on men for support, for the real world would test their mettle alone. Lavender was sure these admonitory words bore a special import to herself. But the lingering taste of horehound on her tongue proved stronger than Zilla Cordell’s homily.

Over the following weeks, Quincey Luke penned letters to Lavender. Words of devotion. Passion. The word love emblazoned his stationery. She scribbled back, ecstasy in each torqued ink mark, her writing sheet poised to combust into flames. Quincey visited Cobourg several more times, always on Outdoor Sport days, when he’d circle the rink with Lavender. Always bearing horehound.

At their final meeting—Lavender unaware at the time it was the last—Quincey asked if her father might provide a letter of introduction, recommending him to the pharmacology leaders in Montreal. Lavender wrote her father, asking, giving Quincey a glowing endorsement. Her father replied with reluctance; he’d not met this young man, who might prove a rogue, but he’d take a chance, he said, trusting his daughter’s opinion of this Luke fellow. Quincey gained admittance to pharmacology studies; his final letter to Lavender relayed this—along with his engagement to a young lady from Toronto. His post scriptum to that same letter: Your penmanship is so higgledy-piggledy, appalling. In truth, I’ve barely been able to discern your words this whole while. And so, Lavender’s skates became an artifact in the museum of heartbreak. Quincey Luke had cultivated her only to gain advantage in his bid for entrance to pharmacological studies. His affections had been a ruse.

So, that was romance in the first, and only, instance. Lavender burnt all the letters, staying well back from the flames. After that, she snubbed any gentleman possessing the slightest whiff of a suitor, the way smoke deters blackfly swarms. Her schooling in Cobourg completed, she returned home to Belleville, the house on Pinnacle Street. She took over the garden and developed her floricultural talents. The garden was a healing place, and often she felt her mother’s spirit there, as orbs of bright light, or restorative balms wafting from the herbal plants. And the boy Arlo Snook was companionable and amusing to Lavender and her father. She sometimes helped out in her father’s apothecary shop. She’d no awareness, of course, that his life, in several years, would be summarily cut short, or his settlement so meagre. Their house contained no planchette to skitter-spell the future’s alphabet.

She attended, grudgingly, church picnics where Mrs. Rose or Dr. Minyard introduced her to eligible young men. She yawned. She preferred hearing Arlo Snook squeeze out songs on his concertina, and floriculture. Yarrow’s powers as a love potion were widely known, and Mrs. Rose brought Lavender stems of yarrow to place under her pillow; perhaps, when morning arrived, Lavender might glimpse her true love. Lavender grew her own yarrow, of course, but, not wishing to offend her old tutor who, after all, meant well, stayed silent on this. Mrs. Rose also brought romance novels, but Lavender never once cracked them open. The copies of Godey’s Lady’s Book from the old tutor contained a great deal of romantic flim-flam, but at least had designs for floriculture, and crafts that might be sold.

Lavender looked across the parlour to where the Christmas tree still stood. She supposed she must soon pack the decorations away in their cartons. Her mind’s journey back to the Cobourg heartbreak brought no pleasure, but it did deliver a sense of finitude, resolution. Slapping on her coat and boots, Lavender went out to the potting shed. She took her rusty skates off their nail and dumped them into a barrel nearby that held trash. Arlo Snook had his own skates, her father’s last gift to him. Wisely, he had purchased a larger size so the boy could grow into them.

After disposing of the skates, Lavender began to remove the baubles from the Christmas tree. How delicate, her mother’s decorations, elaborate cut-paper birds, pine cones, hand-painted snow globes. They called for careful handling. There, a little tin soldier, and there, a wooden rocking horse with a fringed plume on its bridle. She turned the horse over in her hand, gently, and reflected on Robert Trout’s history, Allegra’s illustrious life as an equestrian rider in the circus—

And suddenly Lavender knew, beyond a doubt, that the circus she’d attended with her parents twenty years earlier had, as one of its most wildly applauded acts, a girl on a horse. And now, as Lavender inhaled the yuletide tree’s evergreen essence, revelation struck: the girl on the horse had been Cordie Ruggles, whom everyone now knew as Allegra Trout, the Oracle.





Twenty-Five

Dust shouldn’t mar a new year, so Lavender swabbed the parlour and, gently, the harp. She then spent the final hours of 1860 mending her burnt skirt. It seemed inauspicious to face the future with a hole in one’s skirt. The Village Crier had been ballyhooing about that evening’s gathering down by the bridge—bonfire, cider, fruitcake, song—but Lavender knew that, circling the fire, the foremost topic of conversation would be the Oracle’s upcoming Mystical Extravaganza. How they’d go on about it. And on. Lavender knew too much now. True, Allegra brought them solace, entertainment. But there was the other side of it—the dupe. They’d formed a cult that worshipped the Oracle’s transcendent beauty and performative powers. They’d built the Church of Allegra. She’d also bolstered the village’s textile and tailoring industry. Copies of her hat frequented the streets since last autumn. How crushed everyone would be to learn the Oracle now wished to ride horses, and gallop away from them after collecting their admission fees from the Extravaganza. And poor Dr. Minyard, whose recent transformation seemed irrefutably linked to his fascination with Allegra Trout—would he flatten back to his former self, become again the haggard doctor with the monocle? No, Lavender hadn’t any appetite for the Allegra-worship certain to eclipse in enthusiasm even the midnight ringing of bells.

Besides, the night was very cold.

So, she mended. Tacked and stitched madly. Then perused a newspaper Arlo Snook had brought home. She soaked in its chronicles of the world, for the high snowbanks in their village walled her in, brought feelings of confinement. How she longed for the first peeping crocuses, snowdrops, which were still months away. The woods in springtime. Before that, she must devise some crafts for St. Valentine’s, to sell. For that project she had no concepts, no designs from Godey’s Lady’s Book or her imagination. No material. No ideas. The hope had been that sales of Christmas wreaths would carry her, scantily, through the winter; crafted novelties for the Day of Hearts weren’t supposed to be needed. She only hoped inspiration would strike, a cherubic muse brandishing a crafty arrow.

So, she read. To witness a world beyond snow. Divert her mind from Robert Trout. For though he’d seemed predisposed towards declaring his service to Allegra over, when the moment came, might he not default to the familiar pattern, despite his distaste for it, and travel away with her? He might return to his beloved books—but they were in America. Someone arrives. Someone departs. Someone remains. Oh, life, a murky mass of tea leaves. And cards. She’d drawn the Death card, signalling an end to—something. When he left, Lavender might as well wear her mourning dress again. She’d be a dirge when he departed. She forced herself to rivet her attention back to the newspaper. The telegraph’s detractors, she read, believed the message device made people drunk with speed, abetted reckless unreason, impulsiveness, and, in so doing, undermined truth.

She folded the newspaper. Those detractors made impulsiveness a vice. Lavender begged to differ. Impulsiveness had sent Robert Trout over to her floral cart that late summer day at the train station. Transported him to her door much more recently. Had flown her hands over into his, in that very parlour. Impulsiveness received an unduly bad rap. How Lavender wished for her own telegraph machine so she might dispatch words to Robert down in the Sawdust Flats. Tidings for the New Year. And: Must you leave?

At least being alone in the house was less oppressive than before. For she wasn’t alone; she had the harp, the hen. Arlo and Sophie attended the bridge bonfire festivities, but he’d promised to return no later than eleven that night.

True to this word, the boy tripped in, his lashes frosted. Sophie came with him. He played the concertina, buttons, bellows lively, then jibed with Lavender as in the old days. Sophie sat by the fire, listening, smiling. Some cherry wine remained from Christmas; the three raised their glasses as the village’s bells chimed midnight.

Then, a snap after midnight, there was an urgent thudding at the front door.

Lavender rushed to answer it.

Clamped with cold, Robert and Allegra Trout stood there, he scaffolding her, steadying her, a doll of rags. Her face was deathly pale, her lips the shade of icicles. He’d wrapped her famous velvet cape around her, for extra insulation against the elements, most likely.

“Fright almighty, what’s happened?” Lavender exclaimed, then, “Hurry, bring her inside.”

Within seconds, things spun. Robert, with Arlo’s help, bore Allegra to the fainting sofa, where she lay, limp, in a swoon.

“Arlo, run and rouse Dr. Minyard. Take the lantern from the potting shed. Quickly!”

The boy bundled himself, and hastened fast as his limping gait would carry him.

Lavender had smelling salts; her father’s apothecary work and the knowledge of it he’d imparted to her helped at that moment.

She applied them to the human rag doll on the fainting sofa, and a few seconds later Allegra revived, and groaned.

Robert stood, wringing his hands. “It has been so perishing cold at Aunt Hestie’s, I fear my sister-in-law has caught pneumonia, or some serious malady like it.”

Sophie heated some water for a tea of mint.

With remarkable speed, Dr. Minyard arrived, Arlo at his heels. Some revellers lingered on the streets, and the Village Crier yowled about, reeling with drink. But he’d helped the doctor and Arlo secure a driver and horse-drawn sled.

The doctor began his ministrations, harrying Robert for facts.

Clearly shaken, Robert choked out what he knew—that they’d been at their aunt Hestie’s in the Sawdust Flats when suddenly a vicious fever overtook Allegra. “She grew delirious, agonized, and the strength poured out of her like water along a soffit. Aunt Hestie and I couldn’t think what to do, where to go. I don’t know where you live, Doctor, so we came here, to Miss Fitch’s house.”

Any surprise the doctor might have felt hearing this, how Robert knew the location of the house on Pinnacle Street, was eclipsed by the current emergency.

Robert gulped for air, so overcome, the poor man.

The parlour’s sole calm soul was Dr. Minyard, who rose to the medical occasion. Sophie cried, “Mon Dieu! Mon Dieu!” Arlo’s eyes were wide, helpless shock. Lavender stood, dumbfounded, had never seen the Oracle diminished, resembling very much an overgrown, sick girl.

“Someone fetch a blanket, hurry,” the doctor said. “Don’t all stand about. And a sponge, water, basin, broth.”

They mustered these items.

Then back to the parlour’s improvised sickbed. The doctor sprinkled Robert with questions. When had Allegra last eaten? What had she eaten? Had she been lively earlier that day? Was her behaviour, somehow, strange? Did she complain of any aches or discomfort? Headache? Nausea?

Robert replied as best he could. He’d passed the afternoon traipsing around in the snow, he admitted—the exertions of movement warmed his bones—so he hadn’t been much in Allegra’s company. Lavender moved the heap of Allegra’s crimson cape off the horsehair chair and bid Robert settle on that same chair, which seemed, increasingly, his chair. He sat, one leg shimmying in a nervous twitch, and his face’s Adonis side pinched, red, almost, as the beet side.

The doctor worked methodically. He loosened his patient’s collar, took her pulse, checked her heartbeat, bodily temperature. She shuddered, and groaned, and seemed delirious. “Pepper!” she bawled. “Pepper!”

Varn Minyard looked alarmed. “Miss Trout has some deathly reaction to the spice pepper?”

“Oh, no, Doctor,” Robert said. “Pepper was her beloved horse. She raves in delirium.”

“She does indeed have a fever,” the doctor replied, damping Allegra’s forehead with the cool water-soaked cloth. “And she’s wasted, very thin. I failed to notice it the day we skated, wrapped in furs, was she, the weather being frigid. And after that, in the tea room, she kept her shawl wrapped. Lavender, have you any smoked meat in your pantry, or salted fish, or even a hard-cooked egg? Miss Trout needs nourishment.”

Sadly, Lavender didn’t. After Christmas, her larder had reverted to its usual scarcity.

“There’s food back where I work as a cook,” Sophie said. “It’s from my own supplies. I’ll go there and return here with it.”

“Good,” the doctor said. “Arlo, accompany her. The hour is late, but there may still be sleds and drivers out. And please, if you can spare it, bring some food for Mr. Trout. He too has a gaunt look. And our Lavender would benefit from nourishment.”

“I carried Allegra here, much of the way, after she could no longer walk. I’d be most grateful for something to eat,” Robert said.

“I’ve much food,” the girl remarked. “Enough for tout le monde.”

Arlo confirmed this.

They left.

While sponging his patient’s forehead with cool water, Dr. Minyard’s expression was sombre. Lavender kept the parlour fire stoked while the noisy foyer clock clacked onward.

Sophie and Arlo returned sooner than expected. It was a fortuitous night to fall ill; there were still sleds out, from the New Year’s Eve festivities, and they’d prevailed upon a driver—a lad Arlo knew from the Stables—to ferry them to Sophie’s quarters then back to Pinnacle Street.

Sophie brought a pannikin of beef stew, broth, bread and a cabbage. She served everyone. Allegra managed to swallow a few small cubes of beef.

For several more hours, the doctor ministered to his patient, never leaving her side. Sometimes in silence, sometimes aloud, he pondered her ailment. They all remained in the parlour. Lavender brought a pot of chicory coffee. At intervals, Allegra broke into delirium—more “Pepper!” Also, “Silas! Dear Silas!”

Hearing “Silas,” Dr. Minyard inquired of Robert, who smoked, seated in the armchair. “Another horse?”

“Sadly, my brother. Her late husband.”

Allegra calmed at last, and was able to sip some broth. So she might rest more comfortably, Lavender helped her change into one of her own nightgowns.

Then Allegra grew agitated again, and the doctor’s face turned austere. He continued his work with cloth, water, words of comfort. Lavender wondered if they should move Allegra upstairs, and offered her own sleeping chamber. The doctor said it would be unwise to dislodge her, that the commodious fainting sofa made as fit a sickbed as any.

“All we can do now is wait for the fever to break,” he said, straightening his back, which had long been bent into his work. “And, if you’re of that persuasion, pray.”

ALLEGRA TROUT LAY pale and still as limestone on the fainting sofa for two days and two nights. The doctor left her side for only the briefest moments, to attend to his own needs. A telegraph was dispatched to Kingston, and a medic there travelled to Belleville to oversee Dr. Minyard’s office while he cared for his patient in the parlour on Pinnacle Street—her breathing so shallow, imperceptible almost, that more than once he felt her pulse, applied his stethoscope. Sophie returned to her culinary work at the inn, Arlo to the Stables. Robert remained in the house on Pinnacle Street, in the upstairs bedroom with the leak bucket. Lavender didn’t tell him it was the room in which her mother left the world; it wouldn’t be fit to reveal this with Allegra so ill. The fire Lavender lit in the bedroom’s fireplace sparked some semblance of life back into that dreary chamber.

Any way she could, Lavender assisted the doctor, which consisted mostly of bringing him cups of chicory coffee, cabbage soup. The hen gave them an egg. Often, in a manner of keeping Dr. Minyard company—for his patient hovered in a coma-like state, far from conversant except when she raved about horses—Lavender stayed in the parlour. She’d moved a rocking chair near the harp, and when not tending the fire, for the doctor wished the sickroom kept quite warm, she gazed at the instrument, and mused over what its unseen player might make of all this commotion.

Though Lavender had drawn the Death card in Madame Marlin’s stall, it was Madame Marlin herself who seemed, now, to hold that cadaverous card very near her grasp.
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No telegraph machine was needed, only mouths. Soon the news reverberated through Hastings County: the Oracle was gravely ill. Her Mystical Extravaganza was postponed, heralded the Crier. Flyer bills posted in shops and on lantern posts announced it too, a most pitiable turn of events. Somehow, news leaked of Miss Trout’s whereabouts, the sled driver perhaps. Pots of food were left on Lavender’s front stoop. Cards with pansies and violets on them. People appeared too, hoping to pay a well-wishing visit. A sign had to be hung on the door, that Miss Trout remained in seclusion, that quiet would be the fastest route to her recovery. Aunt Hestie Buck flurried in, though, and wrung her hands and drank tea in the parlour where Allegra lay, wearing Lavender’s nightgown. Mrs. Clement Rose, too, was allowed into the house; she brought socks she’d knitted for the Oracle—red, like her cape.

Robert Trout began to feel helpless, restless, and paced about the village each afternoon; people’s queries about “the Oracle’s health” wearied him. He wished for peace. The snow had subsided, walking conditions improved, and Lavender took Arlo’s Ebenezer Wood pencil and drew a sketch for Robert, a map of a pleasant course along the Moira River that he might take, undisturbed. He’d walked in the woods before, she knew that, but what she sketched was a special, beloved route of her mother’s, she added. Robert strapped on snowshoes that had belonged to Lavender’s father and set out.

It was the third day of Allegra’s confinement. Dr. Minyard diagnosed his patient as suffering from a severe malnutrition that weakened her and brought about influenza with dangerously high fever, and exhaustion, likely caused by excessive work. She’d require, the doctor said, a diet rich in iron—red meat, vegetables, chicken.

Arlo Snook had been stoking the fire during this prescriptive oration.

“Though not our chicken!” the boy cried.

Varn Minyard laughed. “Yours shall be spared, Arlo. You and Lavender need the eggs.”

Feeling that Allegra’s gravest danger had passed, the doctor went back to his medical office. He’d return to the house on Pinnacle Street that evening.

In the parlour, Allegra slept, while Lavender tiptoed around, at loose ends, all needles, pins. She wasn’t accustomed to her house being an infirmary, and in truth, Allegra’s presence brought Lavender unease. They weren’t friends. But Lavender wished her no harm, and certainly hadn’t envisioned her departure as being through death’s portal. She looked over at the indisposed woman, still asleep, her dark hair streaming, dank, in long ribbons, over the pillow; and who had the right to look so beautiful, even sick?

Lavender tiptoed over to the parlour mirror. Her own face couldn’t match Allegra’s fairness, even in the latter’s frail condition. And never would. Still, Lavender thought, I am no gargoyle. On an impulse, she treaded softly to the front foyer, where the unmistakable pointed boots, the Oracle’s, had been left several days earlier. Light snores reached Lavender’s ears. She pulled the preternaturally pointed boots onto her own feet; they fit perfectly. Her feet had landed, briefly, in a storybook. And Lavender would have strolled the boots around the house, admiring herself, except for worry of waking their owner, convalescing in her parlour. But she couldn’t resist tiptoeing up to the full-length mirror in the front foyer, to get the full effect. The boots, on her feet, compared with her usual lumbering wellington clods, looked fetching indeed, and Lavender swung her skirt so it flew up a little, as if dancing, to display the striking footwear.

Then a screech from the fainting sofa: “First you steal my brother, now you steal my boots?”

Allegra was awake. Alive. Herself. And Lavender caught poaching on those oracular boots. She bent to remove them. Suffused with shame. Preening in a sick woman’s boots! She set them by the front door, and hastily stepped back into her shabby house slippers. “I—only meant to see if they fit,” Lavender said, then slumped, like a shamefaced child, in the rocking chair. She felt a sudden chill and rubbed her hands to warm them.

“Suppose no harm was done,” the patient said, pulling herself into more of a sitting position on the sofa, shifting pillows to prop her back. Her face held less pallor; clearly, she had begun to recover. “Lord on a lamppost, how long have I lain here like this?” Allegra asked.

Lavender told her.

“What is the year?”

“Eighteen sixty-one,” Lavender said. “And many people brought cards and wishes for your health. They’re in a basket by the front door.”

Allegra groaned. “Damnation, I missed my Mystical Extravaganza. I needed those proceeds.” Her voice had a thick cast, from lack of use, like pudding gone bad.

“What you need, Miss Ruggles, is rest. And I might add that Dr. Minyard nursed you valiantly day and night, and without his care you might have—”

The convalescing woman raised herself to an almost fully sitting position. Her face jolted with shock. “Ruggles? You know my name?”

“I know everything,” Lavender said.

“Robert,” she groused. “I knew the seal over his mouth would one day break. I knew it, confound him. And drat me, for I knew we remained in this town too long, and things could unravel.”

Reluctant as Lavender was to harangue a sick woman, this went too far. “How can you curse Robert? He’s slavishly served you for years. Dr. Minyard rescued you from death’s clutches. I’ve sheltered you here, where it’s warmer and more comfortable than your aunt Hestie Buck’s house. And the French girl, Sophie, brought food. Don’t you have a shred of gratitude in you, Miss? Does the entire solar system revolve on its axis around you?”

“I suppose I am a bit—spoiled,” Allegra said. Then, surprisingly, the Oracle’s countenance stretched to a look resembling contrition. Followed by an aura of reckoning, or the like. All quiet on the sickbed.

Lavender seized that clock tick. “As for Robert, your brother-in-law is a grown adult. Can he not choose his own company?”

Allegra seemed ready to reply when, across the room, the harp began to play. “All Through the Night,” that sweet Welsh melody Lavender’s mother loved to perform. The harp had never sounded lovelier, or more resonant.

Hearing it, Allegra sat bolt upright, her eyes cavernous moons of astonishment.

The harp’s song ended. Strings stilled.

“Lord,” Allegra said. “Thought I was still delirious for a minute—but no, I’m not. I’m feeling mountains and mountains better. That harp! That’s the most gobsmacking thing ever! And it means only one thing—I got my powers back! I’m back! Hallelujah on a horse!”

It was the most she’d spoken in days. Lavender sprang from her chair, took the fire poker and jabbed a burning log. She turned to the woman in the extemporized sickbed. “Allegra Trout”—the fictive name suited best at that moment—“do you believe you caused the harp to play?”

Allegra didn’t skip a beat. “Sure, and beyond a doubt I did—I’m the Oracle.”

“Stop with that Oracle claptrap!” Lavender squalled. Sympathy fled the parlour, leapt out the window. They were deep in it now. “It was Robert who set things right,” Lavender railed, “who revealed the truth. You arose from a horse hippodrome. I myself once witnessed your wonders, and I admit they were, I’ll give credit where it’s due. But I know why you cultivate Dr. Minyard. You prey on a lonely old man to see what you can gain from him. And you might be wearing my nightgown, but the harp’s music springs from my agency alone!” The chill had left Lavender, so overcome with warmth now that she unhooked the top fastener on her blouse. She grabbed a nearby newspaper and fanned herself.

In two flicks, Allegra sat up even straighter on the fainting sofa. That queenly posture was back. Her former face was restored too, its intensity that once made Lavender quake in her wellington boots.

“What is it?” Allegra gasped. “The harp, I mean. Who is it? And what does it mean?”

Lavender set the poker back on its stand. “I believe it’s my mother,” she said. “Her spirit. And her music, I suspect, urges us to stop our sparring—for in life my mother was a deeply peaceable woman.”

A calmness now enveloped Allegra, an aura of reflection. “I don’t disbelieve it, Miss Fitch. For no matter what you think of me, I subscribe fully to spiritualist tenets, and your mother’s personality carries on, dwells in the air beyond this air, the layer behind ours—the sphere where the Spirits live.”

“Are there gardens there?” Lavender asked. “My mother adored her garden.”

“I expect so,” Allegra said. “The Poughkeepsie Seer wrote of it, and others. I’ve reached Silas, my late husband, there on numerous occasions. He spoke to me from a place he called pleasant and green.”

“Perhaps frost doesn’t wield its murderous axe there in the garden beyond our layer,” Lavender said.

“What?” asked Allegra.

“Nothing,” said Lavender. “It is too convoluted. And concerns flowers, which I don’t think you care about much.”

“They’re of little interest to me,” Allegra admitted. “All they do is droop and die. Horses live longer. But speak more of this marvel, this harp.”

“The harp has played on several occasions,” Lavender said. “Robert heard it too.”

Allegra sipped from the glass of water beside the fainting sofa, on the side table. “It’s a true wonder, Flower Queen! Leave all your garden drudgery behind and take the harp on the road. Display its magic across the continent and you’d have yourself one wickedly lucrative enterprise!”

Much as winter’s white fortress had begun to hem Lavender in, she found Allegra’s proposal outlandish. “The harp’s home is here. And it plays when it wishes to, not when I command it. My home is here. The garden, my livelihood, is here. What you propose is remote from anything I’d ever consider.”

Allegra stared at the large thatch of mended threads on Lavender’s skirt (where she’d burnt it). “And just what quality of ‘livelihood’ does your garden provide you? For you’ve not even food here to feed me—the French girl brings it. And a chicken lives in your kitchen! I heard it cluck between my fits of delirium, took me a bit to realize it wasn’t a symptom of my illness. And looks like you can’t even afford a new skirt.”

There seemed no reason to withhold the truth, so Lavender answered the question candidly. “It’s true that I’m—depleted. An ill-timed winter fury left a cartload of unsold wreaths in stable stalls. And lately I must live by the wiles of whatever seasonal crafts I can cobble together.”

Allegra took more water. More colour returned to her face. Either conversation proved a restorative tonic or the harp. “And what do you next ‘cobble’? St. Valentine’s isn’t so very long away.”

For someone who, a short while ago, didn’t know the calendar year, Allegra had improved exponentially, like a wildflower in spring, imbibing the sun’s rays.

“That’s the very thorn,” Lavender lamented. “I’m pretty sure I’ve exhausted people’s appetites for wreaths, and can’t seem to devise a new concept for—February, month of the heart—Valentine’s. My creative well has run dry.” She staunched back tears.

“Since you’re sitting on a gold mine with that harp but you’re too contrary or scared, or something, to—avail yourself of it, you could maybe boil some maple syrup to sell down by the train?”

“Someone already sells syrup,” Lavender said.

A ticking moment. An icicle crashed to earth outside.

“You’ve rather hit rock bottom,” Allegra said.

Lavender confessed it was true.

Allegra deliberated for a minute. “Since you’ve sheltered me here—I might have died, otherwise—I should help you, I suppose.”

“I’d take any help—gratefully. Divination, perhaps? There’s something I’ve been looking for, for months on end. I tried to solicit your aid that day at the graveyard, but you wouldn’t hear me out.”

Allegra thought some more, chewing on a strand of her dark hair—an idiosyncrasy Lavender hadn’t noted before. Then: “I’ve got it!” Allegra chirped, all hale. “And it doesn’t need spiritual—intervention. It’s right under our noses. I’m thunderstruck! In the foyer, near my boots, you’ll find there, I think, my velvet cape. Bring it.”

Lavender did it, carried back the lush crimson cloak and laid it across the fainting sofa like some spectacular sunset. The local tailors never did manage to replicate it; its colour was very particular, apparently rare. A magnificent garment if ever one draped a lady’s shoulders. The Oracle’s signature costume.

“Bring me your sewing scissors,” Allegra said. “For I see by your skirt”—she pointed to the mended part—“that you can, to some degree, sew.”

Lavender couldn’t imagine what her much-convalesced house guest had in mind. But she fetched the scissors and gave them to her, as directed.

Suddenly—No. Allegra could not. Must not—

“You’re not going to cut it, are you, Miss Trout?”

Allegra smiled, and radiance ruled her face. “You’ve hit the very eye of the bull! Landed the buzzard on the branch! I am!”

“Why? Are you still sick and some perverse spirit rules you? Why ruin such an exquisite article of clothing? What’s more, it’s your—spectacle attire.”

Allegra shrugged. “It’s a beauty, no question. Had it special-made in Boston. But you need it worse. You won’t be going hungry for a while.” With the scissors she kerfed a large slit, then tore the cape, and seemed to delight in it, and kept cutting and ripping until the cape was far past any chance of repair and lay strewn in big chunks on the floor. Then she set the scissors on the side table and leaned back, triumphant, on the fainting sofa.

Lavender almost heard the velvet scream, and the red pieces on the floor resembled a massacre. She dropped, stunned, onto the horsehair chair. “It’s quite ruined,” she wailed, stating the obvious. “What use is it now?”

“Lord, you can be doltish, Lavender Fitch. It’ll put food on your table, don’t you see? Carry you until your garden blooms again and you can sell your flowers. You’re going to sew red bows for ladies’ necks, for St. Valentine’s, and then red velvet pincushions in the shape of hearts, also for Valentine’s. There’s enough fabric here for many bows and pincushions! And you can charge more, for these wares came from the Oracle’s cape—they’re tinged with my powers.”

“But what about you?” Lavender asked. “The cape was so integral to your—spectacles.”

“I’m done with all that,” Allegra said. “I’ve got no more use for it. My almost dying was a sign, sent, I think, from Silas in Summerland, that I should go forth to my next—venture, back to my beloved horses. I’d been considering it in any case, and am now resolved.”

At that moment, Robert Trout entered the house, returned from his walk. He’d left the snowshoes on the front stoop. Pleased to behold Allegra sitting up on the fainting sofa, he smiled at Lavender (heaven), advanced into the parlour. It was then he saw the tattered pieces of the red velvet cape on the floor. The crimson carnage stopped him in his tracks.

He gaped at Allegra. Then Lavender.

“What have you two ladies been doing?” he asked. Aghast.
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No sooner had Allegra explained to Robert the cape’s ruination and how it would rise again, as soft hearts for sticking pins, and lush red bows, as food for “the flower girl,” than pummelling on the front door assailed their ears.

“More well-wishers for you, sister-in-law, most likely,” Robert said tentatively. He went to open the door. “Remember, ladies, our pact.” He referred to their earlier agreement to use the name Allegra in the company of others. For Lavender and Aunt Hestie Buck alone knew the truth, and they must consider how to play it out, for there was the doctor too, and the many who adulated the Oracle.

The torn yardages of red cloth were still scattered on the parlour floor.

Mistress Dot Tickell barrelled, on her short legs, into the room. Her hat had slid down almost over her eyes and she tipped it back. “I heard someone was deathly sick in this house and I came right away.” Then she saw the mounds of red cloth on the floor. “Gracious God and all the saints—are those blood-soaked rags?”

They all laughed—except the artist.

“No, no, Mistress Tickell,” Lavender said. “The Oracle here has donated her fine cape to my craft enterprise. The best pincushions and bows I can sew will arise from these red ashes.”

The painter wasn’t mollified. “Who is ill? Where’s my boy Arlo? Is he all right?”

“Arlo Snook works at the Stables, Mistress,” Lavender said. “The boy is fine. Why don’t you rest your legs? I’ll brew some tea.” Lavender rose and gave over her chair to the distraught painter, who sank into it with gratitude.

After setting the kettle on, Lavender spun back into the parlour. She drew up a footstool for herself. “Mistress Tickell, with due respect, this news is several days on the shelf, and it was Miss—Trout here who was sick but is much recovered now.”

“I’ve been painting up a proper storm,” Dot Tickell said. “For a few days I’ve not seen another human soul. I finished my dung series. And while I’m here, I’ll thank these two”—she waved her hat at Robert and Allegra, who’d smoothed herself on the fainting sofa—“for that shimmery dust they sold me. It’s the perfect touch on the dung pieces.”

The artist took quite some time to calm herself, drew in deep gulps of air, yet still didn’t manage it. Lavender gave her and the others some scones Sophie had brought, and tea (fortuitous to have splurged on all that tea, last autumn). Lavender gathered the pieces of red velvet off the floor, sat and ran her fingers over them while the others chatted amicably. The velvet’s quality was superlative, it was like stroking the softest moss.

Then Arlo Snook came home. “Hey O, Vender!” he called. “And everyone else!”

He tripped into the parlour. Dot Tickell rustled herself out of her chair and threw her arms around the boy. “Oh, lad, I thought you were—in trouble.” Her bear hug lasted for such a long time that Arlo strained for air. She released him at last and seated herself again, but wouldn’t unglue her eyes from the boy, who stood leaning, like some debonair young man, against the mantel.

They drank tea. The harp stood among them, a silent, abiding spirit.

Something, it seemed, had come unlatched within Dot Tickell. She’d set her hat on the small table beside her chair. Her long grey hair was pasted to her head, her hands quaked. Lavender hadn’t noticed the tremor before. The poor artist remained, somehow, deeply unsettled. Lavender knew her; something was amiss. Dot Tickell had always stood back from the world, and observed it with unimpressed, painterly detachment. This moment presented an entirely different aspect of her, something closer to her essence. The others seemed not to glean it as they conversed, with Arlo still leaning casually against the mantel until he refilled teacups and passed more scones. Quite the cordial host. Lavender thought of the portrait Mistress Tickell had made of the boy, years ago. So angelic. Next to that thought, like a child’s interlocking toy wooden blocks, the painter’s panicked crash into the parlour moments earlier, her alarm for Arlo Snook’s health. How she now sat, trembling, as if her world had crumbled into pieces.

Revelation struck Lavender. Surely it had to be. The others nibbled their scones, chattered, Robert, Arlo, Allegra, but at the first conversational lull Lavender turned to the painter and asked, as gently as she could, “Mistress Tickell, is there something you’d like to tell us?”





Twenty-Eight

Sometimes a fellow just wants to know from whence he came. Arlo Snook’s wish came true that very day, right there in the parlour on Pinnacle Street. Sophie brought a cooked chicken to the house (their own hen spared once again). A pudding baked from rice. They dined well. Congregated around the formal table with its lace Christmas cloth still in place. The portrait of Roscoe Fitch that Mistress Tickell herself had painted gazing down at them from the dining room wall.

“I’ll give you the tale’s short form,” Dot Tickell said, “for now that I know the boy’s hale, I’d like to get back to my painting.” But it soon became clear to everyone that it wrenched the artist to tell her story, and more than once she dabbed at her eyes with a paint-stained handkerchief. But it also purified her, the purging of that long-held secret. She said as much. And more than once, with a sharp intake of her breath and turning to Arlo Snook, “By the heavens, when I heard someone was very ill in this house, I thought you was dead, laddie.” The others began to find this comedic, as the boy sat there amongst them. They sent up laughter—of a sympathetic ilk. And Lavender said, more than once, “All’s well, Mistress. Arlo is right here, as we all witness.”

While elegant to the eye, the formal dining chairs were thorny on the back, so the group moved to the parlour. Dot Tickell placed herself by the fire and carried out the rest of her story. Arlo Snook sat very quietly. The boy hadn’t a critical bone in his body, and hearing Mistress Tickell’s confession, he’d only said, “I like the idea of an artist-mother.”

“A mother is a very ideal thing,” Allegra said, resuming her place on the fainting sofa, “even a spirit-mother.” She glanced over at the harp.

Mistress Tickell began her story. The father disclosure was startling—for Lavender too.

Arlo lit his pipe quickly, as if smoke, somehow, promoted thought.

Lavender herself wished for a pipe.

Robert sat in poetic repose.

“So, all this time I’ve been living in my father’s house?” Arlo asked, turning towards his new-found mother.

Dot Tickell confirmed it. Hankied her eyes again. “The whole thing had not the least impropriety. Your mother, Lavender, had been gone several years. She was my friend, dear Amaryllis. Her death ripped a hole in my life. You were away at school in Cobourg by that time. Roscoe wanted painting lessons—to fill his empty hours.”

“Yes, I recall that my father had, for a time, dabbled in watercolours and such,” Lavender mused.

“I taught him some fundamentals of painting,” Mistress Tickell said. “I was much less taxing on the eyes back then. Roscoe also wanted companionship; he was lonely. During the painting lessons, we grew—close.”

Mistress Tickell spared them the rest.

It was Lavender’s turn to swab her eyes with a handkerchief. “Why did you not marry, Mistress, you and my father, when your—condition became known?”

“Roscoe did the honourable thing, and proposed, Daughter of Amaryllis. It was me who didn’t desire marriage. I wanted to be an artist.”

“But you might have happily painted in this very house,” Lavender protested. “I don’t understand. Did you not wish for comfort, a home?” She glanced over at Robert Trout.

Dot Tickell shook her head sadly. “It might look pretty on the surface, but from my own mother’s wretched lot, a silken trap I wasn’t about to fall into. I’ve always been fierce about my freedom. But make no mistake, Roscoe ensured I was provided for during my confinement. I went up to my cousin’s in Gananoque. Your father was a good man, Lavender.”

“Why didn’t I reside with you, Mistress, after my birth?” Arlo asked, shrouded in smoke.

“Oh, it wouldn’t have done, boy. My quarters were rickety, small. Always smelling of pine tar and wizard oil and turpentine, litter all about. One crabbed little stove. Much better for you here, in your father’s home, and a grand garden for you to play in. Besides, I could come to this house and visit, and see you, as you grew, weed-like, in the village, and lately with your little—French friend.”

Sophie blushed.

Lavender stumbled on how to broach the next quandary. Again, the direct arrow seemed most apt. “Mistress Tickell, why did my father keep the secret from me? He’d always said Arlo came from the Widows and Orphans’ Asylum in Toronto.”

Sorrow washed across the painter’s leathery face. “You mourned your mother deeply, Daughter of Amaryllis. We worried that discovering your father’s affections could be rekindled might smack of a betrayal, a disrespect to your late mother.”

Lavender half expected the harp to play, to either endorse or reject this last proposition. No sound.

“And,” the painter continued, “you were a highly strung girl. Then came your prolonged heartbreak—being spurned by that boy in Cobourg.”

Robert Trout’s eye beams, all pity, shot across the parlour to Lavender.

Dot Tickell spoke again. “You refused any suitors, you wouldn’t even skate. The only tonic was your garden. Your father and I planned to reveal all this once Arlo here turned eighteen. But then poor Roscoe’s heart failed, he didn’t live long enough to tell you both. And I—until today, when I believed my boy in peril—let things go along as they’d been. That was wrong of me. And brought me much gloom—which dripped out the tip of my paintbrush.”

Suddenly, the painter seemed depleted. She signalled her intention to depart. “The short form of my tale unwinds too long. I must go paint, and feed my cat. Real spry calico, stray I took in. Come and see her sometime, Arlo. She likes to play with a ball and string. Promise?”

The boy promised.

Sophie offered to accompany Mistress Tickell home, in the manner of an escort.

The girl’s kindness brought the artist back to herself. Dot Tickell barked a laugh. “Do you not think I can get along by myself, Miss?”

“Oui.” Sophie smiled. “I know you can. But if I walk with you, I can keep company with Arlo’s mama.”

“Do it if you must,” Dot Tickell groused. But not unkindly. “I’ve left you all with a bushel of thoughts to sort through, I guess,” she added. “But you’ll see me again.”

“You are welcome in this house any time, Mistress Tickell,” Lavender said. And meant it.

On a whim, it seemed, Arlo Snook set down his pipe, leapt from his chair and declared he’d “walk with the ladies too.”

Dot Tickell cackled lustily. “Been donkey’s years, laddie, since somebody called me a lady.”

Arlo grabbed his coat, scarf and wool cap, and matched his mother’s mirth.

They left.

During their abrupt, yet protracted, departure, Allegra Trout had fallen asleep on the fainting sofa. She remained, after all, in a state of convalescence. Dr. Minyard would have been most disapproving had he known of the social gathering in which she’d just engaged. He’d prescribed much quiet and rest. That day had fallen far short of his prescription.

Lavender adjusted the blanket and tucked it around the sleeper’s shoulders.

Now it was only Robert, Lavender and the fire’s subdued gabble, more lulling than anything.

They spoke in low tones. Not wishing to wake Allegra.

“Your reaction to tonight’s news about your father struck me as impressively—sanguine,” Robert near-whispered. “You registered, to me, surprisingly little shock or disbelief.”

“My father had secrets,” Lavender admitted. “As for shock or surprise, Mr. Trout, if a harp can play of its own volition, its strings plied by a mother-ghost, news of a human mother—Mistress Tickell—registers as much less shocking.”

Robert laughed, quietly.

Allegra snored, loudly.





Part IV

Leaves, Grass, Rose-Buds

Gather ye rose-buds while ye may

Old Time is still a-flying;

And this same flower that smiles today

Tomorrow will be dying.

—ROBERT HERRICK, “To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time”





Twenty-Nine

Allegra ate and ate, and grew strong. Boundless thanks to Sophie, whose access to a seemingly endless supply of food sped the Oracle’s recovery. Also Allegra’s own resolve, as she gained strength, to give one last performance in their village. The proceeds from it would promote her equestrian venture. Dr. Minyard pronounced Allegra well enough to return to her aunt’s house and resume her mediumistic work, although he still hadn’t been apprised of his patient’s imminent reinvention of herself. This worried Lavender; she felt Varn Minyard ought to be told, for he clearly possessed more than a passing interest in his patient.

The village was again all talk of the Oracle. How she’d virtually risen from the dead, like a lady-Jesus. The tales spun more wildly as winter clicked along. But, the Crier hee-hawed, the Oracle needed time to restore her strength fully; the date for the Mystical Extravaganza hadn’t yet been announced. They should tune their ears to him, oyez, oyez—he’d horn the news first. “Let him think it, silly chap,” Mrs. Clement Rose tittered to Lavender in the butcher shop. “The man is a boob, a mere soggy echo of common knowledge.” Hestie Buck had been heard on the streets hurrahing that since Miss Trout had been herself so near death, had practically crossed to “the other side,” she’d surely have much to impart at her upcoming show of mediumistic marvels.

Dr. Minyard arrived at the house on Pinnacle Street to oversee Allegra’s departure (though Lavender thought that was hardly necessary). Robert stood, in a nervous posture, by the fainting sofa, in case his assistance was needed; he’d go back to the Sawdust Flats with Allegra. Lavender made sandwiches of pickled beef tongue for them, herself and the doctor, who rested by the fire with his sandwich. A winter thaw softened the village and his spirits were high. He seemed in no hurry to expedite his patient’s release. In the horsehair chair, Robert enjoyed his sandwich, calling it the most satisfying luncheon in the world.

Having finished his lunch, the doctor withdrew a book from his jacket pocket and gave it to Robert. “I believe this volume is yours, Sir? I return it to you now—Leaves of Grass.”

So happy was Robert to hold the book again in his hands, he seemed close to tears.

“What’s all this about, Robbie?” Allegra asked, her mouth full of pickled tongue.

Robert cleared his throat. His voice a deep, lovely bell: “I sold my copy of Mr. Whitman’s poetry to that bookseller, Mr. Becket, and the little savant was most pleased to have it, I might say, for copies of it are scarce in these parts. With the money, I purchased a dictionary of floral language.”

“What? Flowers? Whatever for, Robbie?” At least Allegra had swallowed her bread by this point.

“To learn more of their meanings,” Robert said, turning his gaze to Lavender.

“But you love Leaves of Grass,” Lavender said. “It must have pained you to part with it.”

“Indeed, I felt the marigold’s grief, the rue’s rue.”

Allegra sat, her full beauty restored, on the fainting sofa. “Ah, Robbie, you knew the whole blasted grass-leaf book by heart anyway. You could recite it from memory, so what need had you of it?”

“The point eludes you,” Robert told his sister-in-law. “Yes, I’ve committed much of Mr. Whitman’s volume to memory, but it was having it with me, on our tours, the palpable feel of it, in my pocket or hands, the fineness of its leather-bound cover, the elegance of its typography—it has been my companion, my sole comfort, my best friend.”

“Doesn’t say much for me,” Allegra snuffled.

Dr. Minyard had been listening, amused. He turned to Robert Trout. “Sir, if I may ask, what drove your burning compulsion to educate yourself on floriography?”

Robert appeared rattled, especially as they all stared openly at him. “I confess I believed that my demonstrated knowledge of floral meanings might ingratiate myself with Miss Fitch.”

“I knew it!” Allegra carped. “Saw it from the moment we stepped off that train last summer.”

Laughter seized Lavender. Ingratiate? More mirth rippled through her, and she had to grasp the mantel to avoid tipping over. Everyone’s stares shifted from Robert to her.

“I knew the book was yours, Mr. Trout,” the doctor said, steering the focus away from Lavender’s oddball merriment, “because your name was penned in it. I was curious about it myself, so I bought it. After reading it, I supposed you might like it back.”

“My deepest thanks to you, Dr. Minyard, for I’ve missed the book sorely,” Robert said. “What is your opinion of Mr. Whitman’s poetry?”

“Strange stuff,” the doctor said.

Allegra excused herself to change her clothes in the upstairs bedroom, and after a few moments stood in the parlour in her own clothes, and those boots; and, like the illusionist she was, no one would have guessed she’d hovered near death’s gate. And though she looked well, Dr. Minyard cautioned her against overexertion. She shooed away his warning, and said she knew herself, and she’d stand on that stage showing her mediumistic powers soon enough.

The truth was, by that point she could have convinced Varn Minyard to dance about the village with fish sprouting from his head. But he played the stern doctor, saying he’d be monitoring her health closely in the coming days. And he’d decide whether she, still under his care, was fit to perform at her Mystical Extravaganza. He’d hired a horse and sled to take her and Robert back to the Sawdust Flats. But he must hurry away, other patients awaited; the winter months, he sighed, never failed to deliver outbreaks of ague and influenza.

Illness had planted seeds of courtesy in Allegra Trout. She thanked Lavender—briefly—for “the sofa on which to rest.” For Dr. Minyard, rose petals rained down from the ceiling: “Oh, Doc, words aren’t enough for my gramercy to you! Words just aren’t!” Though more words gushed forth: the doctor was her rescuer, her saviour, her hero, the best Samaritan a poor sick girl could hope for!

Quite flowery, Lavender thought, those petals from the Oracle’s floral-averse tongue. And, to be fair, Allegra’s show of gratitude to Lavender resided in plush swatches of red velvet that would rise again as bows and pincushion hearts.





Thirty

Lavender’s world turned to velvet. Vermilion. Yards and yards of that sumptuous fabric had gone into making Allegra Trout’s cape. Lavender’s house was empty at last; she stitched velvet bows for ladies to tie around their necks, or in their hair, or to trim their bonnets. Her sewing improved greatly; she was pleased with the bows, tying one around her own neck. She sewed pincushions shaped as hearts. Arlo Snook brought her some (clean) sawdust from the Stables to stuff them. The tiny heart-cushions were, Mrs. Clement Rose trilled on one of her visits to the house, delightful. “Almost too pretty for jabbing pins.”

Lavender was glad for the sewing; idle time in the frozen-earth months weighed on a gardener. The red cape, a godsend, spawned many bows and pincushions. If all were sold—which seemed not unrealistic, for they bore the Oracle’s stamp, being fashioned from her cape—the proceeds would carry Lavender through to the time when spring flowers could be marketed. For several weeks she hadn’t seen Robert Trout, though one day a card had been left at her door, lovely hand-drawn lilacs. And written on the card: Keep on not giving up. R. In truth, Lavender would have liked more words, but she supposed Robert was occupied readying for Mystical Extravaganza 2, talk of which bubbled away madly on the streets.

Lilacs. Robert had studied floriography, had traded his beloved volume of Whitman to learn the language of flowers. He must be aware of lilacs’ meaning: first stirrings of love. Being a reader of poetry, he possessed a romantic disposition, and while the card expressed this, when all was said and done, Lavender still did not know his intentions. His latest absence didn’t help. Perhaps both Trouts meant to depart after the Extravaganza, and the Grand Trunk Railway would carry them away just as it had brought them. Robert wanted a home—but where? Perhaps he’d return to his beloved books in Brooklyn.

TIME PASSED. ARLO Snook visited his mother; she was teaching him some rubrics of painting. Sophie gave him cooking lessons. All the wreaths at the Stables would, once dried out, Arlo said, make bedding, so at least they weren’t a complete waste. Seemed so many things could transmute into fresh forms. In its new life as pincushions and bows, the velvet cape now filled Lavender’s floral cart.

Allegra Trout’s long-awaited performance would happen on the last day of February. The courthouse. Lavender made a new banner for her St. Valentine’s wares: Own a Piece of the Oracle’s Heart! Bows, Pincushions! Fine Velvet!

At the train station, Lavender shivered in her ruby coat, but not for long. Everyone, it seemed, wanted a piece of the Oracle’s heart! The bows vanished first, in a frenzy of acquisition into customers’ hands, the pincushions not far behind. The lady buyers squealed with glee. And all sold even before Sampson braked at their station. From a commerce point of view, it was quite extraordinary.

Rattling coins in Lavender’s purse cheered her. Might the conceit be stretched further, coins beget more coins? A puckish design struck: Perhaps Allegra Trout would donate one of her petticoats? Better still, pairs of bloomers she no longer wore? Since Lavender’s earlier, curmudgeonly mending days, her new-found sewing skills seemed the answer to survival through the winter months. But she needed as much oracular fabric as she could procure. She’d craft—something—from Allegra’s undergarments, to sell. Her customers would no doubt be shocked at first, but she felt they’d get over it, their shock transmuted to delight. To acquire something so intimate would bring them closer to the Oracle, and after her time in Belleville ended, they’d have a cherished memento. A trophy, a relic. A keepsake of their village’s oracular epoch. Almost like owning a scrap of skirt hem from a lady saint. If Allegra donated some of her intimate items, it would show additional gratitude for her convalescence at the house on Pinnacle Street.

Yes, Lavender would solicit bloomers, petticoats. Clunking along in her heavy boots, wheeling her cart back into the village—the thaw had shrunk the snowbanks even more, patches of bare earth emerged—she guffawed, imagining her next commercial banner: Own a Share of the Oracle’s Underside!

No, too vulgar.

Crafted Authentic Pieces of the Oracle’s Intimate Apparel? Better. People might sew them into their quilts.

Oracular Bloomers?

Why not?

Soon enough, Allegra Trout would vaporize into thin air, so why not gather her rose-buds (bloomers) while she (Lavender) may? Like in Mr. Herrick’s poem: Old Time is still a-flying; And this same flower that smiles today / Tomorrow will be dying.

Asking for another lady’s bloomers was the most brazen act Lavender had ever carried out—other than grasping Robert Trout’s hands in the parlour—but she resolved to do it. The poet Herrick was correct, time a-flew.

IN HER RED velvet reverie, and in thinking about the “oracular bloomers” scheme, Lavender nearly forgot Arlo Snook’s birthday. Sixteen! She’d only recalled it because on a whim she’d taken her mother’s gardening notebook down from the shelf in the parlour. For a floriculturist, it was never too early to dream about spring. A tiny sketch of Arlo fluttered out of the notebook, a likeness also drawn by Mistress Tickell—the style unmistakable—about the size that might be worn in a woman’s cameo necklace. Lavender vaguely remembered slipping the sketch inside the pages of the notebook long ago; she’d since forgotten it.

Quickly, she planned a celebration for her half-brother (the concept was still new to her, yet old, for Arlo had always felt like family). She dispatched invitations through the post: Mistress Tickell, Dr. Minyard, Sophie, Mrs. Clement Rose, a few days hence. A small gathering, but they’d make merry. How February fleeted past! A veritable red horse. Robert Trout had sent a pretty Valentine’s card, with forget-me-nots, but no words other than his name. Lavender began to worry that the card’s lack of verbiage signalled something inauspicious—perhaps a detachment from her that foreshadowed his departure from their village. Allegra was persuasive; had she convinced him to join her equestrian menagerie? But all was speculation on Lavender’s part, and on matters that truly needed enlightening, the Village Crier offered no insight.

At least Lavender, from the red cape’s reincarnation, could buy the needed provisions for Arlo Snook’s birthday festivities. At the grocer’s, she encountered Dr. Minyard, which felt fortuitous. Before the boy’s birthday—the doctor had sent a note confirming his attendance—some topics needed clarification.

“Might I entice you to take a cup with me at the Limestone Teahouse down the street, Doctor?”

He checked his watch on its chain. He could spare half an hour. The visit’s prospect, though brief, appealed to him.

Half an hour—scant. They sat, teapot between them, and Lavender launched into the thicket of her thoughts.

“There’s something you should know about Miss Trout,” she said.

The doctor’s monocle fogged from tea steam. He waited.

Lavender gathered her words. “Allegra Trout removes the cloak of her identity to suit her plans. Like an enchantress, an illusionist. She may be Allegra today, but tomorrow someone else.”

“She is rather a changeling, a wildcat,” the doctor remarked. His diagnosis didn’t seem displeasing to him in the least.

The Teahouse’s wall clock tore ahead. “I believe you’ve grown attached to this wildcat, Doctor?”

“We’ve spoken of many things,” Varn Minyard said. “Allegra has opened my eyes, enlightened me in a most profound manner.”

Lavender added sugar to her tea. Her flesh could afford it. “On matters unearthly?”

“Matters very earthly. Our remaining time atop this soil. For a man my age, it pours away like rain down a drainpipe. She’s made me confront how best to live what time is left, of life.”

No future in dallying. Lavender could only hope the poor man, her family’s friend and doctor, wouldn’t be crushed, hearing what she had to impart, but withholding the truth from him now could result in a critical wound. “Allegra aims to spend her remaining time, for the foreseeable future, with horses and travel, with a troupe of equestrian performers, across the map. A kind of circus. And her at the centre of it, of course.”

The monocle popped out. “Fascinating,” said Dr. Minyard.

“You’re not—disappointed, Sir? You don’t—disapprove?”

He swigged tea, and laughed. “Disapprove? Why would I? Allegra is such a gifted woman that, as I believe I expressed that day at the tannery rink, there’s nothing she can’t achieve.”

“She hasn’t told you anything of this?” Lavender asked.

“Allegra has been much taken with her work,” the doctor said. “But when I last saw her, some days ago now, she did intimate that soon she’d leave these parts.”

“And Robert?” Lavender almost spilled her tea. “Does he depart also?”

“She didn’t mention it.”

“Her real name is Cordie Ruggles,” Lavender said.

“Good to know.”

His decades of being a medic had certainly given him a steady composure.

Little time remained in their visit. “Doctor, I must ask you—were you aware, all these years, that Arlo’s father is my father? And Mistress Dot Tickell is his mother?”

Varn Minyard sighed. “Those of us in the medical profession are the keepers of people’s secrets, Lavender. Yes, I knew. I brought the boy into the world. Drove my buggy over the lumpy road to Gananoque to deliver him. Your father was there. He meant for you and Arlo to know—at some point. ‘The boy will one day grow curious,’ were your father’s words, ‘and the truth will out.’ Mistress Tickell believed, too, the boy should know, but only when he reached a certain age.”

“Or, due to unforeseen circumstances, my father’s sudden death, even before the boy reached it,” Lavender remarked.

“Secrets are like balloons at a picnic; they must be released at the right time,” Varn Minyard said.

Lavender puzzled over the analogy, which seemed to her not quite apt.

The doctor said he must visit a patient. But before they drained their teacups, he mused aloud. “Why, Lavender, did you feel compelled to reveal this information about Miss Trout—Ruggles?”

“I’ve known you since I played with dolls in the apothecary shop and hopped about in the garden,” Lavender said. “Before I was even a wisp in my mother’s dreams. You’ve always been there, even prior to me. I’d hate to see you hurt by any—deception on Miss Trout’s part.”

The doctor coiled his scarf around his neck. “I don’t believe the Oracle would hurt me, or has any harmful inclination against me.”

Lavender sat, all wonderment. “May I ask, before you make haste, Doctor: How, after all you’ve seen, so much cholera, so much death, do you maintain such buoyant optimism, such faith in human perfectibility?”

Varn Minyard mused, smiled. “If my core of hope and optimism ever abandoned me, Lavender, I might as well rope a large chunk of iron to my leg and leap into the Moira’s churning waters. And, for an old man, I confess to having a romantic streak.”

His face turned almost as crimson as Robert Trout’s damaged side.

Lavender rose too. Before leaving the table, she glanced into her empty teacup, at the leaves congregated in its bottom: an indisputable heart.





Thirty-One

Lavender decided to invite the Trouts to Arlo’s birthday celebration. Allegra’s presence would appeal to Dr. Minyard’s “romantic streak”; he’d have no objections to having the medium in attendance. And it was, after all, Allegra’s cape that funded the gathering, so it seemed right to invite her. Also, the bloomer topic might be broached.

And Robert?

How Lavender longed to behold his face, feel the hum of his presence. His Valentine’s card worried her. For a man who loved words so much, why did he offer none, only his signature—rather hastily scrawled? She kept the card on her nightstand, in bouts of insomnia studied the ink’s camber in those six letters of the alphabet that formed his name, to see if the lean and pitch of them afforded any clues. If Robert came to the party, Lavender could sift him, take stock. There might have been a legitimate reason for his brevity.

She wrote a note of invitation and asked Arlo Snook to deliver it to Hestie Buck’s in the Sawdust Flats. The boy could easily discover which house belonged to her; the workers at the Stables, like an unofficial directory of citizens, knew where everyone lived. Lavender wrote in the invitation that, though she supposed Allegra and Robert were much occupied with preparations for the upcoming performance, she’d be pleased if they attended the festivities on Pinnacle Street. Arlo was glad to play postal messenger and dispatch the invitation; he hoped, he said, “the magic people” would come.

They came.

Though the day belonged to Arlo Snook, the celebration to mark his sixteenth year on earth, Allegra Trout, who’d returned to full, blooming health, quickly pranced into the limelight. They were all gathered: Sophie, with one of the red velvet bows tied prettily around her neck (Lavender saved one for the girl, for all her food and help); Dot Tickell, who’d washed her hair and pinned it up for the occasion; Robert, in his finely tailored suit with the ascot; Arlo himself, in a new linen shirt from his mother and with some recent paint marks on the knees of his patched trousers, which, somehow, lent them character; Dr. Minyard, well decked out, in gentleman’s style; and Lavender herself, in her plum-hued plaid dress. Mrs. Clement Rose couldn’t attend; she was otherwise occupied. Not only had Allegra recovered, she looked radiant, resplendent, in a ruffled gown with cartridge pleats; and under it, swelling it to twice its breadth, Lavender couldn’t help noticing many petticoats. Surely she wouldn’t miss one or two of them. And beneath them, bloomers, knickers, frillies, whatever nomenclature applied. Lavender hadn’t abandoned her scheme.

The day was mild, icicles drib-dribbed, and the Village Crier already yarked about an early spring. So the parlour, even with its diminutive fire, lit by Arlo, was warm. Mistress Tickell fanned herself with a newspaper, quipping that at her “stage of life” she heated very easily. Lavender had always tended towards chills, especially with her skin so near her bones, the past year’s hunger. She’d been enjoying the balmy spell, though she reminded herself to remember the leak bucket upstairs.

“Can’t you open a window?” Allegra asked. “This poor lady here is melting.” She swished her hand in Dot Tickell’s direction.

“And you, Miss Trout,” Lavender said, “must yourself be very warm in all those petticoats.”

Allegra shrugged.

Lavender opened one of the parlour windows a few inches. An open window in February, quite an anomaly. But then, it was difficult to discern anymore what, exactly, did constitute the ordinary.

Arlo Snook seemed not to mind being overshadowed by Allegra Trout. He chattered amiably with Sophie near the open window. The boy had never displayed much greed for the spotlight, even played his concertina in a bashful way.

The Oracle began telling a story, a dream-vision she’d had while in her sick-coma. “It started with a voice. First, I thought Silas, my poor killed husband. You might as well know, those of you who don’t, I was married. But the voice was Pepper, my darling horse, speaking to me, cantered right up to me, so alive I could have rubbed that dear horsey muzzle.” Allegra scanned the room, adept at sensing a need for more background. “I rode Pepper in Starkey’s Menagerie and Equestrian Troupe. I say ‘rode,’ but, as Robbie here knows, most times I stood on Pepper with my one leg raised high, toe pointed like a ballerina, round and round. Everyone loves a lady on a horse. Then I’d lie on dear Pep’s back, not even holding the reins, round and round! And more! Hoops! I tossed hoops high! And didn’t wear the heavy robes and cloaks I wear now, either. Quite the smart little sequined outfit, wasn’t it, Robbie?”

Robert couldn’t deny it.

The doctor marvelled at it.

Lavender endured it.

“That was my true glory,” Allegra said. Then she turned to Arlo, who was tickling Sophie’s cheek with a feather. “Young man—lay aside that feather for a minute and heed me. You work with horses at the Stables. When horses speak to you, pay attention to their whinnies and neighs. Horse-knowledge bodes better than any newspaper, you hear me?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Arlo said. He looked rather wary of Allegra, who wore those boots.

Mistress Tickell kept fanning her flushed face with the Intelligencer.

Allegra looked over at the painter. “Newspapers have some use—besides denouncing the times my performances fall short. Fans, and starting fires.”

“And announcing your spectacles,” Robert reminded her, “so people might attend them.”

“Oh, those,” Allegra sniffed. “I don’t mind telling you all, following what I was just relaying to the boy, I listened to my vision, my horse, and when this damned Extravaganza is over, I’m quitting the spiritual circuit to begin my equestrian menagerie, for I’m tired of dead people—tired of them—and living ones too. They’ve quite worn me out, leading to my collapse—the kind doctor here excepted. All I think about now is gorgeous galloping horses, and me atop one, as in my old days of glory. And Pepper, my horse, came back from the dead to lead my way forward!”

Her eyes shone; an aura of what could only be called magnificence haloed her.

Dr. Minyard had been standing quietly, admiringly. “And in this vision of yours, Miss Trout, are there only horses?”

“All horses, one man.”

Robert’s lip quivered. He looked so apprehensive, Lavender wanted to grasp his hands in a move of solidarity, but she thought better of it. She might do it later, if a private opportunity afforded itself. She restrained herself by the fire, awaiting his sister-in-law’s answer.

Robert’s rich voice sounded forth as shaking syllables. “And this one man, Allegra? Is it me?”

“No, Robbie, it’s not.”

Varn Minyard beamed, time wheeled from his face, there still lived a young man in there somewhere.

“The horsing life is dangerous,” Allegra said. “There are accidents. Broken bones. A doctor would be really useful.”

Lavender heard this, but her foremost thought was not-Robert. He was free to live his life! For a few shakes of time she shimmied her feet about, in the manner, almost, of dancing a jig. If it were summer, they might have thought a wasp flew up her skirt, sending her into twitching spasms. The others stared at her.

A laugh flew from Dot Tickell’s leathered face. “Daughter of Amaryllis, that’s the pertest I’ve seen you in ages. What possesses you?”

Realizing she made a spectacle of herself, Lavender stilled her jigging feet. “Just happy for Arlo here, on the anniversary of his birth.”

“Amen,” Dot said. “Now somebody bring my boy some cake!”

The others enthused over this proposal, and Sophie set about to work. She’d inserted a tallow candle in the prettily iced sponge cake she’d baked; new trend, she said of the candle. Lavender, with Arlo’s help, had carried a small table into the parlour for the party. Sophie set the cake down, lit the candle, and told Arlo he must make a silent wish and blow out the flame.

Everyone gathered around.

“Hurry, boy, before the house burns down,” Dot Tickell urged.

They laughed. Arlo blew, a fulsome smoke tendril arose.

Applause. Lavender glanced at Allegra, whose beautiful face wore pique that the applause wasn’t for her, likely.

“Well, Master Snook, you’re an old man like me now,” Dr. Minyard said, giving the boy’s upper arm a playful tap.

Sponge cake, what a wondrous thing. Yet another instance, Lavender thought, of common magic. She glanced over at her mother’s harp.

They ate cake. Sophie had also brought cherry wine and poured a glass for everyone. After that, Arlo played his concertina, then took a modest bow.

Settling around the fire, Robert Trout remarked how much more extended the days’ light of late, how it buoyed one’s spirits.

“True,” said Dot Tickell. “But soon enough the light will fade. And before it does”—she reached into the large tapestry satchel at her feet—“I’m going to draw a sketch of Arlo on his sixteenth birthday. Now sit still, son!”

Arlo blushed, but complied. His mother sketched in bliss.

The parlour exuded peace, accord. A contentment springing from sponge cake, good company. And the harp’s spirit, Amaryllis Fitch’s, abiding there, overseeing it all. Lavender felt it, and also how strange it was that two travellers stepped down from the train barely six months ago and now ate cake in her parlour. How mysterious they’d been, Robert and Allegra; how harsh she’d been, to condemn their illusions, for were they any more grifter than anyone else on life’s whistle stop, striving to earn a living? Her view of it had softened, for there was another layer. She’d known this, breathed in the knowledge of a fourth dimension. It was no fraud. The harp had proven it, right there in her house with the leaking roof. Murmurs came from the group gathered, and Mistress Tickell busied herself creating a charcoal boy. Murmurs and, in the intervals between, amiable silences.

Which Lavender broke. Cherry wine emboldened her. This was the moment. Allegra Trout’s voluminous petticoats frothed out from beneath her gown’s hem.

Lavender raised her glass. “I propose a toast: to our Arlo on his day, but also to our very own Oracle, Allegra—for her generous donation, to me, of her special velvet cape, which has, in its new life as pincushions and bows, gone some distance to provide myself and my brother—not by half, but in my heart whole brother—Arlo with food for winter’s duration, until my garden can sustain us again. Our hunger is lessened, with gratitude to Allegra.”

Everyone raised their glasses, the doctor’s highest of all. And from Allegra radiated heaven’s light.

Lavender paced out the moment, had never fancied herself an orator prior to it. “And yet,” she continued, “there is more! More scope for generosity, more starched linen in those petticoats under Miss Trout’s spellbinding gown than one lady could ever, in her lifetime, possibly need—”

“Are you feverish, Lavender?” the doctor asked.

She dismissed his question, cresting the wave of her speech. “Yards and yards and yards of fine linen or muslin you house there, Miss Trout. The gift of your red velvet cape would be difficult to surpass, but surely you could, for the continued cause of our sustenance and survival, Arlo’s and mine—for you yourself said you’re tired of dead people—spare a few of your—”

Allegra had the same wild-eyed look she’d lavished on the courthouse stage, a look that waited for the sky to fall and its stars to smash about everywhere. “What the deuce, Flower Girl? Are you asking for my underthings?”

Lavender nodded, jubilant. “Yes. Petticoats, and any bloomers you might toss into the mix.”

An unbridled howl from Mistress Tickell, who’d stopped sketching during Lavender’s prolix toast.

“Mon Dieu!” from young Sophie.

This was the latest in a series of brash acts on Lavender’s part. She couldn’t risk glancing at Robert; she’d no concept what he’d think.

A second later, though, he made known his opinion. “A capital plan, Miss Fitch! Now, Allegra, you won’t need to lug all those—textiles—across the country. They’ve been filling two trunks in and of themselves!”

“This is jolly birthday sport, Vender!” Arlo Snook burst out.

Allegra seemed—rare for her—flummoxed. Finally, she spoke. “I confess I am tired of being weighed down. Well then, Miss Clever Britches, what will you craft from them? Doesn’t this town have enough pincushions?”

Lavender could look at Robert now. He sent her, she felt sure, encouraging eyes, a gaze that might have translated as Give full reign to your creative bent.

It came to Lavender, inspiration’s bolt. Right then. “Bookmarks! I’ll sew many bookmarks! To sell by the train tracks and perhaps in that droll little stationer’s shop. And I’ll inscribe them, with ink. Words! Words! They’ll be talking bookmarks sewn from oracular intimate attire.”

“Clearly, we’re in the midst of a genius,” Allegra said. But her tenor registered humour more than malice. “And what words will be inscribed on these petticoat bookmarks?”

Lavender pulled herself to her full height. “Words of hope. Words from Mr. Whitman’s poetry!”

“I believe Mr. Whitman would approve,” Robert said. “He’d like the wildness of the concept.”

“But is it not tantamount to stealing the author’s words?” Dr. Minyard asked. “And reprinting them thus?”

“No laws prohibit it,” Robert answered. “And the bard would, I think, enjoy his barbaric yawp being yawped far and wide—its democratizing bent. And the bookmarks would whet the appetite of poetry lovers here in Canada.”

Allegra groaned. “Poetry. Ugh. Any other words planned for these blooming bookmarks?”

“Oh, many,” Lavender exclaimed. “The idiom of flowers—floral names, their meanings. And perhaps even the lyrics of one of my mother’s favourite songs, about the ash grove.”

The others, while initially skeptical, Lavender sensed, entered the spirit of the project.

“Allegra,” Robert said, “surely you might flex your fledgling altruistic muscle yet again and accommodate Lavender’s request?”

“All right,” Allegra said. “I can feel you all, like a press gang, around me. And truth be told, I won’t be able to wear all this—flurry of linen and such when riding my horses, at any rate. More of a liability than anything. So you might as well have—”

They waited.

“How many do you want, Miss Fitch?” Allegra asked.

“All of them?”

“So be it, then. But I’m keeping one petticoat for myself. I need it for my mystical performance.”

Arlo Snook stepped into the conversational circle. “Vender, not meaning to be a dark rain cloud on my birthday, but with respect to your petticoat bookmark scheme, your calligraphy is unsightly.”

The boy was right.

Lavender, improvising as she went along, hadn’t considered that. But wait—

“Then I’ll conscript Mrs. Clement Rose to teach me. Her calligraphy is magnificent. And Arlo, you print very neatly. You might help?”

He chirped assent.

“All right,” Allegra repeated. “You can have them. They’ll be a token of thanks for taking me in when I was sick. No, even better: they’re my farewell gift, since I’m not long for Quinte’s shores. But I’m not washing them. You’ll have to launder them yourself. And if I may borrow Master Snook’s chamber, I’ll divest myself of petticoats. But I’ll keep these bloomers on, thank you very much; I’ve got a few other pairs I’ll donate to your cause.”

She rose. After a few moments she returned, arms filled with roughly folded linens she dumped on Lavender’s fainting sofa. Then Allegra cast her eyes about the room and said farcically, and disdainfully, “Is there anything else you people want from me? The necklace around my neck? Lord on a lamppost, my corsetry?”

And even without her grandiloquent swell of petticoats—which, if pressed flat, would span many square feet of Lavender’s parlour—Allegra Trout, Cordie Ruggles, stood, wondrous, ready for her next life, free of all that yardage and starch.





Thirty-Two

The second Mystical Extravaganza was a triumph, everyone proclaimed. It differed greatly from the Oracle’s All Hallows’ Eve performance, in its absence of special effects; no fresh flowers springing forth, no swirling vapour, no words on a spirit slate. Simply Allegra Trout, standing, in the glow of candles, before them, transfixing them with her personal account of a near-death experience. Simply the power of her words, delivered with stirring intonation. The story of what she’d witnessed beyond, hovering on the brink of death.

“I stand before you tonight with no prepared script,” she began. “Only myself, and my testimonial.”

She launched in. She’d glimpsed the other side, its bubbles of blazing lights, and now believed, even more deeply, that those we love exist beyond this realm. The large courthouse radiated red, so many bows, sewn from Allegra’s cape, graced ladies’ hair. Awestruck, the audience soaked in Allegra’s expansive story, which took many minutes to deliver and which culminated in: “I’d all but crossed over, the other shore hazed just ahead, beckoning, but by some miracle, my brilliant doctor tugged me, by my feverish, ruffled scruff, back to this world.”

Varn Minyard grinned like a boy, in his seat near the stage. Lavender, Arlo, Sophie and Mrs. Clement Rose sat near him, Mrs. Buck not far away.

They were chickadees, all of them, feeding from the Oracle’s palm.

“Astounding! Astonishing!” The Village Crier’s familiar, reedy tenor.

The Spirits weren’t, apparently, scared away by all the ruckus. Many members of that night’s audience swore later they discerned rappings they imagined to be the Spirits’ applause for Miss Trout’s moving testimonial.

Then, the consummate performer she was, Allegra reserved her most dramatic moment for the finale. (Robert, in his dove-white gloves again, stayed back in the shadows.)

“Belleville, I bid you good night. And farewell. My work is done here. Duty calls me onward, down the road.”

She left the exact right span of silence.

“No! No!” Cries went up. “Don’t leave us!”

Allegra affected a sorrowful nod. “The Spirits call me elsewhere. I must—go. And your lives return to their usual drab, workaday rounds.”

This remark stirred nettle, grated the worshippers. They rumbled, low, slow. To her credit, Allegra detected the misstep, moved quickly to reclaim adulation.

“But hear this,” she gave forth, “you may think your lives are drab, but right here, in your ordinary houses, is magic—much more magic than you think. Time to pay attention to the miracles beneath your hats, and in your own parlours.” Allegra gazed down on Lavender.

These last words proved a salve.

“But I leave you with pieces of me,” Allegra flourished. “Bows. Pincushions. And even my most—intimate attire. You will soon discover it. Goodbye.”

The courtroom went dark. By the time the lamplighters sparked the wall sconces, the Oracle and her assistant had slipped out the back door.

Later, Robert told Lavender he’d never seen Allegra so eloquent in her speech as that night. And she’d spoken truth: he’d not helped her prepare a script; she’d only told him, at the last minute, to “leave all the chemicals and such back in our rooms, we won’t be needing them.” Robert had had no idea what Allegra meant; she’d only advised him to trust her.

AFTER THE COURTHOUSE event, after Robert slipped out the back door, he waited for Lavender. This was the only aspect of the evening arranged beforehand. And Dr. Minyard would escort Allegra home.

Lavender and Robert walked under the stars. He still wore his white gloves. They strolled away from the village core. Harbingers of spring abounded; the night was soft, mild, only a few lingering, innocuous ridges of snow.

They turned down a secluded lane. “This way,” Robert said. “For I wish private moments with you. Privacy is always such a mercy after the harsh lights of public display.”

Lavender took his arm. “The possibility of hoodlums out on these quieter streets doesn’t worry you, Sir?”

“My face will scare them away,” Robert said. “That is one use of ghoulish looks.”

Stars blinked above them.

They stopped.

“Study the night sky long enough,” Lavender said, “and I’ll wager your brother’s shape will emerge.”

Robert tilted his face upwards. “I believe it will—now that you, magic lady, are with me.”

Lavender spoke while he canted his eyes towards the sky. “What will you do, Robert? Now that you’re free?”

“I’d like to remain in Belleville,” Robert said. “The bookseller informed me they’re seeking a teacher. I may be of service in that area. I can keep boarding with Aunt Hestie.”

Meadows of crocuses purpled within Lavender. “I didn’t know you’d grown so fond of us here in Belleville.”

“People here really do seem habituated to my face now,” Robert said. “It’s like I blend in, as much as someone like me can, at least. And there are other—incentives.”

More crocuses. A floral carousel.

“Allegra certainly leaves on a high note,” Lavender remarked.

Robert laughed. “That’s the only note she knows. My sister-in-law is a one-note wonder.”

“Is that, Sir, like a one-trick pony?”

“Quite the opposite, Miss. For when Cordie exhausts one trick, a new, even more impressive one always hovers, for her, just beyond the horizon.”





Thirty-Three

Even after several weeks, Lavender could still hardly believe that Dr. Minyard would soon leave Belleville. He remained only long enough to await the new physician’s installation. Then he’d depart to manage Cordie’s equestrian menagerie, and travel with her. Indefinitely. The thrill of the road exhilarated him, he said. And no hollow words, those; he looked hale and trim, half his age—almost.

Lavender went to his medical office. He’d sent word that he’d appreciate help packing his books and other items. Allegra busied herself with the arranging of horses, and Arlo Snook took delight in assisting her. In the doctor’s office, Lavender perched on a stool and packed papers and books in trunks. The nourishment she was now able to provide herself and the boy, with the red-cape proceeds, strengthened her. Just last night, they’d dined on a sirloin roast. And Sophie continued to be a prolific source of delectables. The girl had been teaching Arlo the chef’s art, and the pair planned to open their own eating establishment once they’d saved enough money.

Lavender worked quietly in the doctor’s office, but paused sometimes to converse with her old friend. Was he quite sure, she asked, about his decision to quit his medical practice in Belleville?

He sorted through a desk drawer. “As sure as anyone can be of anything in this world, dear girl. The medic’s profession is a lonely one—so much death, always death—and after a while a man seeks a little affirmation of life. I think I’ve intimated something like this to you earlier. All I’ve done is work. I want to see the world, and this may be my best opportunity. Besides, with Cordie, there’s not likely to be many dull moments.”

Lavender laughed.

Dr. Minyard gestured broadly to all the taxidermy in his office. “What in heaven should I do with all these dead animals?” he asked. “I’m not taking them with me.”

They’d never failed to cause a morbid unease in Lavender.

“I’d say release them back into their—natural habitat, Doctor.”

“I don’t follow,” Varn Minyard said, rolling his acorn paperweight between his palms.

“Take them into the woods,” she said.

“Or—better still, why not sell them, Lavender? I’ll advertise them in the Intelligencer, and donate the proceeds to repair your roof.”

Lavender’s eyes welled with gratitude. For while the bows and pincushions proved an enormous boon to the household economy, and the petticoat bookmarks would, she hoped, continue the trend, there never seemed quite enough funds for the roof.

“I’d happily forgo the drip-drip-plink-plonk over my head, Doctor, and I’m most thankful to you.”

The doctor said it was nothing. Then he pointed to the skeleton on its stand. “But what about him? Master Bones over there?”

“Leave him behind for the new doctor?”

“He has his own, Lavender. His letter to me inventoried his office—accoutrements.”

Lavender stood for a moment, to relieve her straining back. Her mind worked better that way.

The doctor cast her a dubious glance. “Surely you’re not going to suggest I dump poor Bones there out in the woods, are you, Lavender Fitch?”

His question, while meant in jest, almost provoked tears, for it had been so long—until recently—since she’d witnessed the doctor’s playful side. Just as he was about to leave them.

“There’s to be a new school,” Lavender said. “Robert Trout hopes to teach there. Perhaps that would provide Master Bones with a home. The children could learn anatomy.”

“A most useful suggestion,” Varn Minyard said. “So even Master Bones acquires another boot-kick at life’s barrel.”

She’d forgotten how comedic the doctor could be. But his next question gave her pause.

“Would you, could you, Lavender, keep him in your house until such time as the school is ready for him?”

He’d just found a way to repair her roof, from taxidermy, so how could she say no?

So, a wagon was set to deliver Master Bones to the house on Pinnacle Street the next day.

After the books and papers were packed, Lavender said she’d be on her way. Before she left, Dr. Minyard pressed the acorn paperweight into her hands.

“I’d like you to have this,” he said. “Your father gave it to me as a gift, and your house would make a fitting home for it.”

She closed her fingers around the acorn. Then encircled her arms around her old friend.





Thirty-Four

Huckleberries and horns, Vender, what is that?” Arlo Snook stepped back, agape, on finding the skeleton standing, upheld by its spinal scruff, in the parlour.

She hadn’t minded the manikin of bones as much as she supposed. She explained the strategy to Arlo, who only hoped “they’ll finish the new school in a hurry, because I don’t like sharing the parlour with—whoever that is.”

“We can move him to the potting shed,” Lavender offered. “Some company for the hen.”

Arlo said he’d try to adjust to its gaping stare. To soften its austerity, he wrapped his scarf around the skeleton’s neck.

“Clever lad. I too have a stratagem for bringing some levity to the situation.” She sprang from her chair, where she’d sat hemming cloth under-linen bookmarks, and returned with one of the Oracle’s petticoats, still intact. She slid it over the skeleton’s head. Master Bones now sported a scarf and petticoat.

Arlo melted into mirth. “It is more tolerable this way, Vender.”

After the boy retired to his room, Lavender sewed in the parlour, bits of petticoat, bloomers, at her feet. She wondered how the ghost harp player regarded their bony new house guest.

MARCH WINDS BLEW benevolent, and nearing the day of shamrock observance, with all its anxiousness and pomp due to the Orange menace, the snowdrops bloomed, and shoots of tulip bulbs angled towards the sky. And rain. The Village Crier had cried correctly—the Farmers’ Almanac too—early spring!

Robert called at the house on Pinnacle Street, arriving just before a torrential rain, narrowly escaping being soaked.

Arlo Snook peeled in on Robert’s heels. “Hey O, Vender, the sky falls down!” the boy called out, entering the parlour. He’d brought a fish, and went into the kitchen to fry it. He’d bake an almond cake, too. While he worked, Robert drank tea in the parlour with Lavender, who sewed and sewed Allegra’s undergarments into new forms. Suddenly they heard, issuing from above, more than the usual plink-plinks into the leak bucket in the maternal bedchamber. Water rushed, in the manner of a rapid stream, closer to them. Hearing it, Lavender dropped her needle and leapt from her chair, alarmed.

“What is it?” Robert asked.

Arlo Snook hobbled into the parlour. He’d neglected to empty the leak bucket above, he told Lavender, and now the water poured down the steps.

Robert rolled up his sleeves and rose to assist. They rummaged for all the rags they could find, and rag rugs, and blankets, for the water needed much absorption. And must be kept out of the parlour, away from the harp.

Removing the fish in its pan from the stove, Arlo set to help staunch the flood. The three of them sopped up water.

“Use the petticoats?” Robert asked.

“No, keep them clean,” Lavender said. “Unless we absolutely need them. For then I’ll have to wash them all over again.”

They worked quickly, Lavender, Robert and Arlo, dumping the sodden rags and rugs and blankets in the garden.

After soaking up the flood, they stood, dishevelled and breathless, in the kitchen, Robert’s dark lock of hair, damp from exertion, fallen over the ruined side of his face. Lavender lifted it, with loving fingers, back into place.

Arlo said he was sorry he forgot the bucket. He replaced it with an empty one, for the spring rain persisted.

“It’s forgiven,” Lavender said. “We’ve all had much to preoccupy us lately. And if Dr. Minyard can sell some—dead animals—we’ll have the roof repaired.”

“Is that a riddle?” Robert asked, still steadying his breath.

“Yes, is it?” Arlo chimed. “For I can’t tell what it means. How do dead animals repair a leaking roof?”

“Taxidermy,” Lavender said. “Dr. Minyard is selling the specimens in his office and donating the proceeds to repair the roof. Very kind of him.” Then she remarked how hungry bailing the leaky boat of her own house made her, how some hot fried fish would be just the thing. And almond cake.

Arlo returned to his culinary projects. “I’ll almost miss the leak’s plink-plinking into the bucket,” he said, turning, with his spatula, the fish in the pan. “The house’s own little song.”

“I won’t,” Lavender said. “There are other—forms of music I’d rather hear. Concertina. Harp. The human voice, singing. You, whistling, Arlo.”

As the boy whistled in the kitchen, Robert and Lavender resumed their talk in the parlour. The new school prospect looked promising, he said. Then, out of the blue, he asked Lavender about the old pair of skates in the potting shed. “You’ve alluded to them often, but never elaborated. I suppose because we’ve all been running in different directions trying to keep up with Cordie.”

She smiled. “Those skates are gone from the potting shed, Robert. Gone, along with that closed chapter of my life.” Then she told him about Quincey Luke, her scarred heart, and her spinsterish, rehabilitative years.

“Some bear their scars on the inside, some on the outside,” Robert said.

Then he read a few passages from Whitman to Lavender. He could have recited it by heart, but so delighted was he to have his volume back that his eyes couldn’t unfix themselves from those exalted pages.

The rain ended.

They dined on the fish with Arlo. Then cake. After supper, the boy went out to stroll with Sophie. The days truly were prolonged, and the season’s tawny new light brought its own mystical lure. Though a candle wasn’t yet needed in the parlour, Lavender lit one anyway. She felt like setting the scene for what weighed on her, what she wished to ask Robert, what she couldn’t carry on without knowing. They sat close enough that they might grasp each other’s hands. She confessed his Valentine’s card, while pretty, puzzled her, containing only his name.

Robert reached over and clutched her fingers. “Truly, I’m sorry it fell short, Lavender. I did send it in haste, being, at that time, on an errand in Kingston. And then the preparations for the courthouse performance—which were, in the end, jettisoned—I was as surprised as anyone by how the event transpired. Also, I needed some time to think, reflect, resolve at this—turning point in our lives. I see my absence distressed you, and I apologize for that too.”

“And did you think, reflect, resolve?” she asked.

His fingers tightened, like soft vines, around hers. “Yes. The whole time I was away, you were never out of my thoughts. And I wonder if you’d consider sharing this home, this—life—with one more animate, more fleshly, than Master Bones over there.”

Lavender glanced across the parlour. It was ludicrous to have a skeleton in the house. Despite her tightly strung nerves at this moment, she laughed at the sheer bizarreness of the bone rack dressed in its scarf and petticoat. She wondered aloud, who in their right mind keeps a skeleton in their home? She wondered aloud if perhaps a little madness had overtaken her.

“Madness?” Robert chimed. “Or something else? Dare I say it—love?”

She began to shake, and he grabbed a nearby woollen afghan and placed it around her shoulders. He too was shaking, awaiting her reply.

Lavender gazed into the limitless wells of his eyes. “I’ve fallen into the fire,” she said.

Robert grew agitated, like one in pain. “Oh, no riddles just now, please, Lavender. Just an answer.”

She pulled the afghan tighter around her. “It’s not a riddle. It’s from the writer of fairy tales, Hans Christian Andersen—the story of the paper ballerina and the steadfast tin soldier. They burn together, in the end, in the flames of love.”

“I know the tale,” Robert said. “The soldier with his one leg, me with my half face. So, you’re saying you—”

“I loved you the instant you stepped up to my floral cart that day at the train station.”

He shook some more. “And as to my question from a moment ago, would you share this house with someone less—skeletal—with all due respect to the Snook boy, of course?”

“I’d consider it—strongly. Who did you have in mind?”

“Me,” Robert said.

She felt his fingers tremble—nervousness, surely. Then he withdrew his hand, reached into his pocket and took out a very small, very pretty case. Snuff box?

“This was my errand in Kingston,” he said. “Look inside.”

Lavender opened the case. A ring sparkled within. An exquisite one, gemstones patterned in a daisy cluster, gold band. She gasped at the diamond flower’s intricate beauty.

“Try it on,” Robert urged. “Left hand, wedding finger.”

Her cheeks flamed.

It fit. Then she felt terrible. “I shouldn’t have doubted you, Robert.”

His eyes, beloved constellations. “No, you shouldn’t have doubted me. But now, if you could just say yes, I’d be forever—”

“Yes,” she said. “Forever.”





Thirty-Five

The garden awoke in spring, glorious. Rhubarb, bellwort, bloodroot, blue squill; violets carpeted the earth, and in the woods, trilliums, twayblade, cowslips, cress, lady’s slipper, wild iris, wild ginger, wild pussy willows, wild, wild everything. Robert Trout and his fiancée, Lavender, walked often there, and by the river. Her mother’s old haunts. All of it a wonder to Robert, for his constant travels over the past years had begun to render most landscapes an indistinct blur. He’d not attended closely to the earth’s springtime bounties; there was never time. Now he was like a boy, exclaiming over each tender sprout, each clump of new moss, and “Look, here’s one with a thousand tiny white stars.” Lavender told him the names of the many early blooms. And their meanings. It was her school of flowers, she quipped. “And here is one named especially for you, Robert—a trout lily. For us.” They stopped. She showed him its lovely mottled leaves, creamy belled petals. “And see,” she continued, “how it bows its head, as if too bashful to reveal its face. And like we humans, these beauties sleep at night and open themselves in morning’s light.”

Robert removed his hat, held it to his heart and spoke, soulful: “And fair as fair, these flowers wild / I’d give to you, a garland—”

Lavender wafted a laugh. “Whitman?”

“No,” he said. “Me. I have been applying my pencil—the fine one you yourself gave me—to paper. The lines are not yet finished.”

“They hold promise, I think,” Lavender said. And smiled.

THE GARDEN IN springtime required much work. Lavender bought a sturdy pair of gloves so her lovely ring wouldn’t be tarnished. She was still getting used to it living on her finger. Robert would stay at his aunt’s in the Sawdust Flats until the wedding. He hadn’t yet begun teaching, so he helped Lavender, with secateurs, to cut away last year’s brittle growth.

“How much better for a man’s disposition,” he said, trowel in his hand, earth streaking the unharmed side of his face, “is this grubbing about with snails and worms, with life, than hunched alone, in a dark, airless room, over vials of chemicals, mechanical switches and the like. Snails and worms care not about my face.”

In jest, Lavender lobbed a weed, already robust, at Robert, and ordered him back to work. They’d soon marry in that very garden, and much remained to be done.

They laughed, and excised last season’s refuse. The time for play was constrained, though. Daffodils flourished golden and lush, tulips, cape-red, and Lavender sold bunches of them at the train station, where a festive springtime mood prevailed. The juggler was back. An organ grinder. New musicians appeared, a pretty lady playing a lute.

The stall everyone flocked to, however, stood under the emblazoned banner, done up in sequins and sparkles: Spring Flowers! Mystical Souvenirs! Oracular Bloomers! These words generated much curiosity, and once people approached Lavender’s cart, she told them how the bookmarks she displayed contained exotic poetry and floral meanings, and, best of all, had been sewn from the underclothes of Miss Allegra Trout. And, of course, they all recalled Miss Trout’s spellbinding powers?

Of course they did—and clamoured for an intimate memento of her.

The bookmarks flew from Lavender’s cart. Daffodils gone to mantels, tables. Tulips in happy bunches borne to homes. And soon, Lavender told her copious buyers, the greatest splendour of all—lilacs!

One afternoon, not long after that, Mistress Dot Tickell called at the house on Pinnacle Street. She was in a hurry, she told Lavender, but she’d been tidying her painting room, airing it out, and found an old garden journal that had belonged to Lavender’s mother. Quite dusty, yellowed, tied with a string of leather, but what a joy to Lavender’s eyes.

“The Daughter of Amaryllis should have this,” the painter said.

“Tea, Mistress?”

“No time. I’m busy doing some paintings—a whole new style for me. And a good deal brighter than my previous work, I must say.”

She toddled away with purpose.

Much as Lavender should have returned to the garden—the sweet peas needed planting—she couldn’t resist peeking inside the journal the artist had brought her. She’d take the briefest look. She untied the leather string tied around the book. As she was about to settle onto the fainting sofa, a small, yellowed slip of paper fluttered out from between the pages. Penned in lovely calligraphy Lavender recognized as her mother’s, the same ditty that Mrs. Clement Rose had recited months earlier, about “hie-ing” to the garden, the short lives of flowers, then the curious turn at the end: “Look down!—the rock.”

Lavender gently laid aside the journal. She went out to the garden, to the large, cumbrous, moss-covered rock. She stared at it, and wondered if her mother’s words held any meaning at all beyond desultory whimsy, what, exactly, the rock was meant to reveal. It was just a rock. Maybe, as Mrs. Rose had earlier observed, her mother merely intended it to rhyme with frock.

Lavender took up her trowel and proceeded to aerate soil around the fledgling irises. But the puzzle wouldn’t leave her.

Arlo Snook returned from the Stables, which, he said, were mighty ripe in spring. The smell of him attested to that. He knew she’d be in the garden, so he came straight away there, even before going into the house.

“Hey O, Vender! Just a warning—I smell.”

Lavender stood, stretched her back muscles. Daffodils’ sunny trumpets surrounded her. “I’m glad to see you, Arlo, and even smell you. Since you still wear your work clothes, can you help me? See that rock over there? Let’s try to roll it a short distance. Perhaps the two of us together might manage it.”

“Can’t imagine why you’d want to budge that boulder,” Arlo said. “But we’ll try.” He found a crowbar in the potting shed, and wedged it under the rock to loosen it.

They leaned into the effort. The rock was very recalcitrant at first. But the boy wedged under it more vigorously, to loosen the soil—his work at the Stables had bulked muscles—and at last they could shift it. Creeping, crawling things scurried out from under it.

“What’s that?” the boy asked. A lumpy object lay flattened, partly buried, under the rock, very soiled.

Glad she wore her gardener’s gloves, Lavender unearthed it, brushed away some of the dirt. It was a package, bound in cloth, and under that, layers of waxen paper. More cloth. A package inside a package inside a package inside a—

At last Lavender reached the contents. She glanced up at Arlo, who stared over her shoulder. She peeled away the layers to reveal—she plunked herself onto the ground—money. A great deal of money. Old banknotes, but intact.

Arlo Snook hooted. Suddenly, another folded paper, separate from the clutch of banknotes, fluttered from the bundle.

Lavender unfolded it, and her eyes watered the grass. The paper, quite yellowed though still legible, was written in her mother’s elegant handwriting: Mrs. Fitch’s Compassionate Tea—contains plant essences only. Listed below, the ingredients: Matricaria recutita, rosehips, passion flower, fennel, and more. Especially beneficial for ladies’ ailments. Add harp song when in season.

“It’s a tea my mother created,” Lavender told Arlo. “I’m eager to emulate it.”

“What things the earth holds,” the boy said at last. “How in Jupiter did you know this was here, Vender?”

She swiped away her tears with her sleeve. “A little rhyming bird told me. A ditty penned by my mother I dismissed as nonsense at first. So, this is what she meant by ‘lasting gems, future frock,’” she added quietly.

Arlo sat down on the grass too. “Your mother? How came she by all this money?”

“She used to entertain people by playing her harp. She gave concerts. In this very garden. People’s houses, our parlour. Mrs. Rose told me long ago, how lovely her concerts. I heard some myself. This money must be the proceeds from them. An egg in a nest. And she taught harp lessons. She must have suspected my father’s—our father’s—financial sense wasn’t the soundest, and she left this in case I should need it.”

Arlo shook his head, amazed. “A miracle under a rock,” he said. “But, Vender, why did she not simply leave it in a tea canister or somewhere in the house, where it wouldn’t be subjected to weather, damp, and frost and thaw?”

“I don’t know, Arlo. That would seem the obvious stratagem. But from Mrs. Rose’s accounts, and your mother’s, Mistress Tickell, my mother was a bit—anomalous.”

“Are you rich now?” Arlo asked.

The concept was so alien to Lavender, she laughed, said she hardly knew. “One thing for sure, though, I can have the roof repaired without the intervention of dead animals. I can buy myself a very nice wedding dress. Perhaps the sale of Dr. Minyard’s taxidermy can help fund the eating establishment you and Sophie will open.”

“Or deck its walls,” Arlo said excitedly.

A choir of robins broke into song.





Thirty-Six

The prophecy read in the tea leaves by “Madame Marlin” had proven accurate on more than one plane: someone arrived, someone departed, someone remained. Allegra arrived. Dr. Minyard departed. And Robert remained. In the case of Master Bones, the skeleton, it was all three. He’d stood in Dr. Minyard’s office until the medic’s departure from Belleville. Then arrived at Lavender’s house on Pinnacle Street. After that, they moved the semblance of bones—gingerly—to the new school where Robert Trout now taught. There Master Bones remained. Robert’s pupils, thankfully, adapted quickly to their tutor’s facial difference, and eagerly hung on his every word.

Just before Lavender left home one morning to be fitted for her wedding dress—truly the gown of her dreams, as elegant as anything in Godey’s Lady’s Book—she removed the old sign on the gate: Private Garden—Do Not Enter. Let whoever needed a healing space come in, she thought. She posted a new sign: Welcome to Our Garden.

Just before Lavender and Robert proceeded into the garden to be married, they stood, hands clasped, fingers latticed, in the parlour, for a private moment—the wedding guests waited outside, among the flowers—and the harp began to play jubilant, soaring strains.

“Do you recognize the song?” Robert asked. “It is quite exquisite.”

She listened, her bridal veil a pearled mist around her face. “I think it may be an original composition the otherworldly harpist composed and now performs as a wedding gift, a song just for us. And I also believe my mother’s spirit approves of her new son-in-law.”

His eyes moistened, and they stepped out into the lilac-scented air, and their new lives.

LETTERS ARRIVED AT the house on Pinnacle Street, enthusiastic epistles from Dr. Minyard. He was having the time of his life, he wrote, Allegra too. Her horsey enterprise thrived, the whole thing was brilliant, and they travelled, mostly keeping to the northern states. Their shows were packed, many soldiers in attendance. They’d heard rumours that President Lincoln himself might come to a performance. “By God, I am seeing the world at last,” Varn Minyard wrote Lavender. “Leggy”—the doctor’s pet name for his business partner and affectionate companion—“sends her best.” They were deeply sorry to miss the wedding, Robert and Lavender’s, but the equestrian tour prevented it. They wished the newlyweds all the happiness heaven could deliver.

The nest egg left by Amaryllis Fitch beneath the rock was so generous that Lavender purchased her father’s apothecary shop back. O.O. Raine had had “quite enough” and was pleased to sell it at an agreeable sum, to get it off his hands, he asserted, rustling the papers of sale. He took his hockey stick and was never seen in Belleville again.

Lavender was ecstatic. Robert teased her that spending endless hours poring over pharmacological books was an odd way for a new wife to pass her time, but in truth, he loved seeing her so fulfilled. She was taking correspondence classes in Chemical Compounding and Pharmacology. Belleville’s new doctor, Varn Minyard’s successor, helped Lavender a great deal as well. She no longer sold flowers at the train station. People missed her and her cart so much that they came to her new apothecary shop, where she still sold a few blooms, and bouquets, tussie-mussies and stalks of yarrow. They had to get there early, though. Same with Mrs. Fitch’s Compassionate Tea; Lavender could hardly keep up with orders for her mother’s recipe.

After school, when Robert finished correcting sums and composition papers, he studied the pharmacological books too, his hope being to one day assist his wife. He enjoyed teaching, but his earlier skill with chemicals, in his work with Allegra’s mystical performances, gave him a natural affinity for the apothecary’s occupation. Besides, seeing his lovely wife ensconced behind the long counter with all the pretty medicine jars was a considerably stronger draw than looking across the classroom at Master Bones’s jaw-dropping, vacant stare. Robert loved the garden too, and helped Lavender there, and he gained skill in floriculture.

Life galloped along, replete. But one day, in a lull between customers in the shop, Lavender took a few moments to write her old teacher, Zilla Cordell, in Cobourg. She informed the headmistress that she’d married—yes, quite lost her head—but perhaps that was balanced by pursuing a profession dominated by men, and she told Miss Cordell about the apothecary shop.

Lavender and Robert lived in harmony. The nearest thing to a newlyweds’ squabble happened shortly after their wedding, and after Lavender acquired her father’s shop. What to call it? She and Robert stood outside, on a warm day, in front of the old sign with its mortar and pestle. Handsome as that graphic still was, the shop had entered a new era, which, they agreed, should be marked by a new name. But from there, their opinions diverged.

“Trouts’ Drug Store,” Robert suggested. “After all, that’s our name now, both of us.”

“It doesn’t ring quite right,” Lavender countered. “Rather sounds like we sell remedies for fish.”

“Lavender’s, then?”

“Sounds like a perfumery,” she replied.

They circled a carousel of names. At last Lavender said, “I’ve hit on it. Remember I told you about my mother’s admiration for the abbess from the Middle Ages, Hildegard of Bingen, mystic, musician and medicinal genius, especially with plants, and whose portrait still hangs in our house, in my mother’s old bedroom?”

“Certainly,” Robert said.

Lavender clapped her hands, gleeful. “Hildegard’s,” she chirped. “That’s what we’ll call the new apothecary shop—and we’ll move the portrait from my mother’s bedroom here, and hang it right above the counter. It will be like having both my parents’ spirits in the shop, considering the portrait was a wedding gift from my father to my mother.”

She gazed at her beloved Robert, and knew he knew the thing was settled. Knew, too, he’d much rather be happy than right.

And so, Hildegard’s Compounding Pharmacy was born.





Thirty-Seven

Garden season deepened. The lantern flies winked and blinked. Poppies flaunted their scarlet robes. Ants feasted in the peonies, and protected them from invaders. The pear tree blossomed. Lavender sensed her mother’s presence, just past the first layer of fragrant air. In the parlour, the harp stood, silent, as before. But its silence didn’t grieve Lavender. Its magic had wintered her through part of the journey that brought her to where she was now.

Occupied as they were, Lavender and Robert, with work, with life, they took time to dine at the new establishment Sophie and Arlo had opened. The place had a rustic feel, with its taxidermy decor and humble fare, but it was easy to see it was building into a beautiful thing, filled with laughter.

And busily as their days unfolded, the newlywed Trouts set aside time to walk together under starlight. They strolled at their leisure. They talked. Sometimes the subject of the harp arose. Lavender still couldn’t plumb fully the phenomenon of the instrument’s playing of its own accord. Robert had heard it too. Magnetism? Psychometry? What did he now think? They sauntered along the lit streets. Under a gas lantern, they paused.

“Not everything must be explained, Lavender,” Robert said. “Let’s allow some mysteries in the world.”

They moved closer together, facing each other, for no hiding was needed now. “Says your Mr. Whitman?” she asked.

“Says I,” he declared.

They walked slowly into the clear night; the flecked, brilliant sky over Quinte Bay burst wide open before them. Legions of stars.

“One might read the sky like a book,” Robert said.

“What do you read up there?” Lavender asked.

“The future,” he said.

“Do you see anything else?”

“Yes. A star formation, a lumpen toy stuffed bear with a split ear that looks very much like the one my brother Silas had as a little boy. He pulled on the ear so hard, it severed.”

Lavender squeezed his hand. “See? Your brother’s spirit hovers very close.”

“Your brother-in-law’s spirit,” Robert said. “You’d have liked Silas a great deal. He’s nothing like me.”

She recognized her husband’s bent for humour. They laughed, and turned back towards their home on Pinnacle Street. Robert rummaged in his jacket pocket, drew forth a piece of licorice and handed it to Lavender. She bit into the luscious candy. A piece of common magic.

Sometimes happiness was that simple.

That sweet.





Author’s Note

While The Apothecary’s Garden is a work of imagination, numerous sources provided inspiration and foundational material. Some of the more noteworthy include: digitized issues of Godey’s Lady’s Book; the digital exhibit Jars of “Art and Mystery”: Pharmacists and Their Tools in the Mid-Nineteenth Century at Harvard University’s Center for the History of Medicine at Countway Library; Community Archives of Belleville and Hastings County; Hastings County Historical Society Collection; W.A. Jackson’s The Victorian Chemist and Druggist; Thomas Hodd’s critical edition of Mary Melville, The Psychic; Wendy Mitchinson’s The Nature of Their Bodies: Women and Their Doctors in Victorian Canada; Jim Cameron’s Good for What Ails You: Self-Help Remedies from 19th Century Canada; Glen C. Phillips’s The Ontario Drug Store and Druggist List (1851–1930); Daniel Malleck’s PhD thesis “Refining Poison, Defining Power: Medical Authority and the Creation of Canadian Drug Prohibition Laws, 1800–1908” (Queen’s University); Ernst W. Stieb’s “A Professional Keeping Shop: The Nineteenth-Century Apothecary,” at journals.lib.unb.ca; Harold Roth’s The Witching Herbs; and scholarship on spiritualism, including Claudie Massicotte’s Trance Speakers: Femininity and Authorship in Spiritual Séances, 1850–1930 and Barbara Weisberg’s Talking to the Dead: Kate and Maggie Fox and the Rise of Spiritualism, among other studies. Miss S.C. Edgarton’s nineteenth-century passion for floriography proved enlivening, in particular The Floral Fortune-Teller; A Game for the Season of Flowers. Eileen Woodhead’s Early Canadian Gardening: An 1827 Nursery Catalogue was an indispensable text, along with Gerry Boyce’s Belleville: A Popular History. Recipes, or “receipts” as they were called, from The Cook Not Mad; or Rational Cookery (1831) documented the culinary flavour of the period. Hildegard of Bingen’s life was fascinating with respect to her expertise in herbal medicine. Curt Dalton’s Good for What Ails You: Dayton’s Golden Age of Patent Medicine provided a trove of visual sources. Jos van Brée’s oil painting Interior of a Pharmacy, with Four Figures offered an evocative image.

MALLORY MOORE’S RECITATION of Bronwen Wallace’s “Common Magic” was a gift at a critical juncture. I fell in love with the poem all over again, and despite its different time frame from the story I was writing, Wallace’s words illuminated my way forward. Moore’s beautiful rendition of the poem can be heard at poetryinvoice.com. The novel’s epigraph from “Common Magic” is taken from Collected Poems of Bronwen Wallace, edited by Carolyn Smart (McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2020). Thanks to Jeremy Baxter and McGill-Queen’s University Press for granting permission to quote from the poem in the novel’s second epigraph. The novel’s first epigraph, by Walt Whitman, is from Leaves of Grass: The Original 1855 Edition. Other quoted material was drawn from various editions of Whitman’s work; several passages weren’t in print circulation during the time frame of the story but fit its poetic moments.

The yarrow-rhyme epigraph is an old herbal charm. Given its roots in oral folklore, versions vary. The source for this version is the National Library of Scotland, Blair Collection: Gaelic Names of Plants (Scottish, Irish, and Manx; page 115/44).

As Vanessa Diffenbaugh notes in material appended to her 2012 novel The Language of Flowers, numerous floral dictionaries existed in the nineteenth century, and what individual flowers represented varied widely. Botanical meanings in The Apothecary’s Garden are drawn from a range of sources.

What else? The hen lived to a ripe old age.
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