










Houses of Stone

Elizabeth Peters
 Writing as
 Barbara Michaels

[image: image]








This one, especially, is for Kristen.





Contents


Chapter 1

IF ONLY SIMON WEREN’T SUCH A PRACTICAL JOKER!




Chapter 2

DARKNESS SOLID AS STONE WEIGHED HER LIMBS, FILLED HER open…




Chapter 3

A WET, COOL APRIL MOVED GRUDGINGLY TOWARD SPRING. The academic…




Chapter 4

ON A BRIGHT SPRING MORNING, WITH A CHORUS OF BIRDSONG…




Chapter 5

THOUGH THE MANUSCRIPT CALLED OUT TO HER WITH A voice…




Chapter 6

KAREN HAD NEVER BEEN PARTICULARLY INTERESTED IN tracing her, or…




Chapter 7

IT IS WHISPERED, BY THOSE WHOSE MEMORIES (THOUGH dimmed by…




Chapter 8

THE PACKAGE OF CHEESE SLIPPED FROM KAREN’S HAND. SHE bent…




Chapter 9

“‘THE LAMPLIGHT FALLING FULL UPON HIM BROUGHT INTO strong outline…




Chapter 10

KAREN HAD SPOKEN AT A NUMBER OF LUNCHEON MEETINGS. This…




Chapter 11

“WHY DIDN’T YOU CALL ME?” PEGGY DEMANDED. HER VOICE had…




Chapter 12

“IT WAS NOT SOME SMART-ASS KID,” JOAN INSISTED. “THE driver…




Chapter 13

HALF-RAISING HERSELF FROM THE BED, ISMENE DREW ASIDE the curtain…




Chapter 14

BY THE TIME PEGGY ARRIVED, THE GARAGE HAD COLLAPSED into…




Chapter 15

“SO THAT’S THE WAY THE LAND LIES,” PEGGY SAID, RETURNING…




Chapter 16

“SORRY I WAS SO UNAPPRECIATIVE LAST NIGHT,” PEGGY SAID, offering…




Epilogue

THE CRIMSON RAMBLER CLIMBING THE PORCH PILLAR WAS past its…






About the Author




Praise




Other Books by Barbara Michaels




Copyright




About the Publisher









 



[image: image]










Chapter 1


Literature is not the business of a woman’s life, and it cannot be.

Letter from Southey to Charlotte Brontë, 1837





IF ONLY SIMON WEREN’T SUCH A PRACTICAL JOKER!

The other booksellers with whom she dealt were not given to joking about their profession—as one of them gloomily put it, peddling the printed word to a nation of semiliterates was no laughing matter—and Simon, of all people, ought to have been free of that weakness. He specialized in rare antiquarian books and resembled a romantic novelist’s conception of a dignified elderly European count. But the last time he had summoned her to Baltimore with breathless hints of a fantastic discovery, the treasure had turned out to be the complete oeuvre of Barbara Cartland.

“But,” said Simon innocently, as Karen sputtered with outrage, “that’s your field, isn’t it? Women novelists?”

Their friendship was strong enough to survive such episodes; in fact, the ongoing debate between them, marked by withering sarcasm on Simon’s part and heated argument on hers, lent an element of charm to a relationship that was inherently improbable. In every way, Simon was Karen’s exact opposite. He was in his late sixties or early seventies; she was almost forty years younger. He was tall and lean; she was five-five and—to put it nicely—well-rounded. Simon was a self-proclaimed male chauvinist; her academic specialty was women’s literature. She had her doctorate and an assistant professorship at a women’s college; Simon had never mentioned attending a college or university. Yet he was one of the best-educated people she had ever met. He had at least a nodding acquaintance with hundreds of subjects, from baseball to Bartók, politics to Plato, dogs to dendrochronology. He and Karen did not agree on any of the above—except, possibly, dendrochronology. It was hard to start an argument about tree-ring dating.

What was it that had drawn them together and preserved an affection that grew even stronger, despite infrequent contact and violent differences of opinion? Karen pondered the question as she drove along Route 70 toward the Baltimore Beltway. Traffic was light, and she had been over the route so many times she could have driven it in total darkness.

It was dark enough, though the morning was only half advanced. Clouds blustered across the sky, their swollen surfaces pewter-gray. Karen had already switched on the headlights. It wouldn’t dare snow, she thought. Not in April. Not even in Maryland. At least she hoped it wouldn’t dare. The distance from Baltimore to her home was almost a hundred miles, some of it over winding mountain roads, and she had a full schedule of classes and conferences the following day. But she could no more have resisted Simon’s tempting hints than she could have refused food after a month of fasting. He had been typically, tantalizingly vague. “No, I can’t possibly describe it. You’ll have to see it for yourself. But if I’m right—and I always am—this is the find of a lifetime for you.”

What the devil could it be? A few tentative snowflakes melted against the windshield, and Karen switched on the radio, hoping for a weather forecast—a futile gesture, for there was nothing she could do about the weather anyhow, and she had no intention of turning back. If Simon was pulling another stunt like “the Cartland Collection,” she would murder him.


Her finger paused in the process of punching buttons as the strains of “Eine Kleine Nachtmusik” reached her ears. That was one answer to the question she had asked herself about her friendship with Simon. Music. Before she met him, she had never cared for the classical composers, but if you spent time with Simon, you hadn’t much choice. He always had music playing in the background—or, at times, loudly in the foreground, when he raised the volume to hear a favorite passage. Simon considered Mozart the greatest composer who had ever lived, with John Lennon a close second.

What else? Simon’s sense of humor, of course. Even at his most outrageous he was funny. His sardonic view of the world as a planet-sized insane asylum helped steady her whenever some fresh example of stupidity or cruelty sent her adrenaline soaring.

There was another element. She had acknowledged it early in their acquaintance, with some surprise; it had never occurred to her until she met Simon that the attraction between male and female could be an abstract quality, unrelated to age or any other practical factor. He had never done or said anything to make her feel self-conscious or defensive. She knew he never would. It was only a game, a game he played with enormous skill, and one whose archaic rules she had learned to enjoy, though she would never be as good at it as he was.

And, of course, there was their shared passion for books.

Who knows whence such passions derive? Karen sometimes felt she had been born with hers. She had never been more than temporarily distracted by television; she read while she walked to school, while she brushed her teeth, while she dusted and vacuumed. She favored baths over showers, because it was impossible to read under a waterfall. She read the back of the cereal box at breakfast, when her mother refused to let her bring a book to the table. She loved the smell of books, the feel of books, the look of them on a shelf.

Simon felt the same. Unlike some booksellers, he was as interested in the contents of his wares as in the volumes themselves. The Cartland Collection had been an aberration, a joke he could not resist; on several other occasions he had supplied her with books of genuine interest.

What could it be this time? Karen hit the brake as a tractor trailer lunged into her lane. She was nearing the beltway, with its heavier traffic; she had better concentrate on her driving and stop dreaming about fantastic discoveries—the missing, probably apocryphal, chapters of Charlotte Brontë’s last novel, or an unknown poem by Emily Dickinson. Such things did turn up, but not often, and she had already had one big find.

Hers hadn’t been anything so impressive as a lost manuscript by a recognized author, but it had been her own, stemming from the book-collecting mania that had driven her long-suffering family to threats of violence. They didn’t mind (her father explained patiently) having to buy a new bookcase every month. They weren’t annoyed (her mother insisted, through clenched teeth) at having to move a pile of books when they wanted to sit in a chair or use a telephone or set the table. What they objected to were books on the stairs and under her bed and on the piano. The attic was full of books, the basement was full of books, the guest room…

By the time she began working on her doctorate, she had little time for outside reading or for browsing, but she celebrated the completion of her dissertation by going on an orgy of book buying—not in expensive antiquarian stores like Simon’s, but dark musty cubbyholes where the cheapest book was a quarter. It was in one of these shops that she had found the slim volume of poems by the woman who called herself Ismene. It had been tossed into a carton with a number of other battered volumes. The hand-lettered sign read, “Two bits each, three for fifty cents.”

Even Karen was not tempted by a forty-year-old chemistry textbook or a paperback reprint of Lady Audley’s Secret. (She already had a copy of Lady Audley’s Secret.) But only Karen would have looked twice at the thin volume whose front cover was missing and whose water-stained pages seemed to be glued into a solid mass. She inserted a fingernail at random. Only the edges were stuck together; the book opened.


Later she wondered what her reaction would have been if she had not happened to read that particular poem first. Faulty and faltering though it was, some of the lines had a haunting quality. “They have shut me in a house of stone…There is no victory in death—only the mute darkness…” Squatting on the dusty pavement, she pried other pages apart, and gradually the importance of what she had found began to dawn on her.

The title page, exposed by the removal of the front cover, was so stained and torn she could only make out two words: “Verses” and what must be the author’s name or pseudonym: Ismene. There was no date visible, but she had seen other books like this one. It had probably been printed during the first half of the nineteenth century. That was her field—nineteenth-century women’s literature. She had never heard of a writer who called herself Ismene.

She paid her two bits and went home with her discovery. It took her six weeks to search the literature to make certain no such writer was known. It took another six months to prepare her edition of the poems, annotated, footnoted and equipped with all the necessary scholarly apparatus.

Ismene was no Emily Dickinson; her verses were not so sure, and certainly not so enigmatic. In fact, Karen had never been able to determine who she really was. Ismene had to be a pseudonym, derived from the name of the sister of Antigone in the classic Greek drama. Women who aspired to authorship in those early days seldom dared use their own names. If they didn’t hide behind the anonymous “By a Lady,” they chose masculine or ambiguous names—Currer, Ellis and Acton instead of Charlotte, Emily and Anne. The use of a pseudonym supported the other evidence as to the date of the book—the handmade paper, the printing technique—but it proved impossible to identify even the publisher. The book must have been privately printed, in a very limited edition; the product of a vanity press, paid for by the author herself.

Could Simon’s discovery be something as significant? Crawling along the city streets, slowed by construction and thickening traffic, Karen tried to control her expectations. Yet, she argued with herself, they weren’t completely unreasonable. Women writers had been ignored, snubbed by the literary establishment, for centuries. There must be more of them out there in limbo, waiting to be found. Simon knew her interests. “Right up your alley,” he had said. “You won’t believe it. I can hardly believe it myself…” He surely couldn’t be so cruel as to lure her all the way to Baltimore on a wild-goose chase. Simon was no pathetic old man, hungry for her companionship. He had dozens of friends, and he preferred his own company to that of most people.

The shop was on Charles Street, north of the railroad station, in a neighborhood that clung by its fingernails to the crumbling edge of respectability. She had to park several blocks away. Snow drifted down as she walked, fat, feathery flakes that stuck to her eyelashes. Opening the shop door, she cleared her throat and began to sing: “These are a few of my favorite things…”

The soft music from the back of the shop soared to ear-aching pitch. It was the coruscating aria of the Queen of the Night, from Zauberflöte, and the high notes seemed to drill into her head. Karen covered her ears with her hands. In the shadows at the back she saw Simon sitting behind his desk. A lamp cast Satanic shadows across his lean, sculptured face.

“Turn it down!” she yelled.

Simon blinked at her. “Can’t hear you,” he mouthed. But the volume dropped, and he came to her, taking both her hands in his.

“How dare you warble sentimental popular drivel at me while the Master’s work is playing?”

Karen laughed and let him help her off with her coat. Hanging it neatly on a hook, he remarked, “It is damp. Does it snow hard? Perhaps you had better spend the night.”

She had done it once or twice before, but she hated putting him out, for he always insisted on giving up his own bed to her and curling his lean length on the living-room couch. She answered, “I can’t, I’ve got too much to do tomorrow. The snow doesn’t seem to be sticking. I should make it back all right, if I don’t stay too long.”


Simon got the hint. His thin lips quirked in a half-smile, but he said nothing as he escorted her toward the back of the shop. Soft, overstuffed chairs slipcovered in faded chintz, reading lamps, an electric teakettle emitting a cloud of steam, and a time-softened Persian rug furnished a cozy alcove walled with books—Simon’s sanctum, to which only favored customers were admitted.

Karen let out a sigh as she sank into one of the chairs and allowed Simon to serve her coffee and a plate of flaky pastry. She hadn’t realized how tense she was, not only with anticipation over Simon’s mysterious find, but with the constant everyday aggravation and bustle. It all seemed to slip away here; muscles relaxed, unfinished tasks became unimportant, worries faded. The friendly, intimate ambience Simon had created was partially responsible, but the books themselves had an almost physical effect upon her. What they represented was little short of a miracle—contact, as direct as any spiritualist medium could claim, with minds long dead.

“Fresh-baked an hour ago,” said Simon, proffering the plate. “From that Polish bakery around the corner.”

Karen waved the plate away. “I’m trying to lose weight. You’re putting me off, Simon. I hate it when you do this! Where is it? What is it?”

“Please.” Raising a hand for silence, Simon turned up the volume again. The great basso of Alexander Kipnis filled the room. It was one of Karen’s favorite arias too, but she lacked the skill to listen with the intensity that held Simon’s face rapt. It was a wonderful face, so thin it had the pure, bare beauty of bone. His hair clung to his skull like a cap of polished steel. He was still a handsome man; he must have been knock-down gorgeous when he was young.

The great music faded into silence, and Simon let out his breath. “‘The only music that might without blasphemy be put in the mouth of God himself,’” he quoted.

“Mmm.” Karen knew the futility of pushing him, but she needed some outlet for her frustration. Wickedly she said, “The music is sublime, but you must admit the words are pretty corny. And chauvinist. ‘Keep it up, my boy, and you’ll be a man.’ What about poor Pamina? She trudged through the seven hells with her boyfriend; how come she doesn’t get to be a Mensch too?”

Simon bit into a pastry with a vehemence that sent flakes showering down his shirtfront. He brushed them away and said forcefully, “You don’t understand the meaning of the word. The German for man, male person, is ‘Mann.’ Mensch means—”

“Superman.”

“No! A more accurate translation might be ‘superior person.’ Superior in the sense of courageous, noble, honorable—”

“Never mind. We’ve discussed this before. You’re just trying to prolong the suspense, Simon. How can you be so mean?”

“No.”

“What do you mean, no?”

“If I show it to you now, you will snatch it and run away, and then we will not have our nice little visit.”

“Simon!”

“And also, I would have to call the police to follow you and arrest you for stealing a valuable object.”

“Valuable? In monetary terms or—”

“In all terms.” He leaned back in his chair. The lamplight shaded his face, deepening the lines around his smiling mouth and hiding his eyes in pools of shadow. He looked like an elegant Art Nouveau Mephistopheles. “I have made for lunch my famous goulash. But you do not need to lose weight, you are young and should have a healthy appetite. Have a kalashke.”

Resignedly Karen took one of the pastries.

“How is Norman?”

The fact that Karen’s mouth was full gave her an excuse to delay answering. She couldn’t imagine why Simon was inquiring about her ex-husband. He had been painstakingly polite to Norman on the few occasions when they had met—an unmistakable indication, to anyone who knew Simon, that he didn’t care much for the other man. When Simon liked people he teased them and argued with them. Norman hadn’t taken to Simon either. Karen’s affection for the older man had left him baffled and obscurely uneasy, and he had objected vehemently to her filling the bookcases with “those dirty old books.” His were all lined up in neat rows, arranged by size instead of subject, with nice clean dust jackets on them.

She swallowed. “All right, I guess.”

“When will the divorce become final?”

“It is final. I got the papers last week.”

“You are very calm about it.”

“My heart isn’t broken, Simon. We were married for less than three years, and I never liked him very much.”

“What a cynic you have become!” He appeared to be genuinely shocked.

“A realist,” Karen corrected. “I fell in love. When I fell out of love, I discovered there was nothing left—not liking, nor mutual respect, nor even forbearance. Do you know what his pet endearment for me was? Baby.”

She knew Simon would never understand why that seemingly frivolous habit of Norman’s had enraged her so. His forehead furrowed as he struggled to grasp the idea; then he shrugged it away. “It is none of my business. But a young woman like yourself should not be alone.”

“Simon, darling, you are hopelessly old-fashioned.” Karen gave him an affectionate smile. “What do you mean by alone—unmarried, or celibate?”

“That is a vulgar question,” Simon said severely.

“It is not. I phrased it very genteelly. And you were the one who brought the subject up.”

He returned her smile. “Touché. Well, then—I certainly would not want you to marry the first lout who asked you.”

“I’m relieved to hear it. Good men are hard to find. As for being celibate—what makes you suppose I am?”

“You are not foolhardy. In these times, only a permanent relationship (how I despise that word!) is completely safe. I would know if you had established one. There are,” said Simon delicately, “certain indications.”

Karen gave up. She usually backed away when they got onto this subject. “You’re trying to start another argument. I don’t provoke, Simon. Stop trying to change the subject. If you don’t tell me—”


“Ah, excuse me. I hear the bell ring.”

He disappeared around the bookshelf. A customer had come into the shop; Karen heard a murmur of voices and then another tinkle from the bell over the door of the shop. Simon came back, wearing a look of disgust.

“Some fool in search of best-sellers. The latest Stephen King, he wanted. As if I would carry such a book.”

“Ah,” said Karen. “So there is a type of literature you haven’t read.”

“There is no type I have not read.”

“Stephen King?”

“Certainly. He does what he does very well. I don’t care for what he does. It is a matter of personal taste. I prefer horror to be more delicate—a frisson, a suggestion, instead of a catalog of disgusting details. The whisper from an invisible throat, the shadow where there is no object to cast it, a sudden breath of cold air in a warm room. Don’t you agree?”

“I don’t read horror stories,” Karen said.

“‘The Yellow Wallpaper’?”

“Oh, but that isn’t…Well, yes, it is; but the horror is psychological; it is a brilliant study of a woman retreating into madness from—”

“Ah, bah. More of your feminist jargon. What does it matter if the victim is a woman being driven mad by the constraints of male-dominated society or an unbeliever tormented by a narrow concept of religion?”

“It isn’t a question of better or worse,” Karen protested. “You can’t compare absolute evil; all you can do is fight it whenever it manifests itself.”

“Precisely what I was saying. The agony is the same and the cause is the same: a rigid moral absolutism that inflicts pain under the pretext of kindness.”

“What story are you referring to? Sounds like Poe.”

“No; I doubt you have heard of the author. The story is called ‘The Torture of Hope.’ It is about a prisoner trying to escape from the cells of the Inquisition, only to find, just as he seems to reach freedom, that his captors have allowed him to hope as the ultimate torture. And the worst thing about both stories is that the tormentor is not a perverted sadist. Quite the contrary; the husband and the Grand Inquisitor have noble motives. They wish to save their victims from damnation, by society or by God.”

“Simon, I promise I won’t steal your precious surprise. Please let me see it.”

“Not just yet. First you must listen to this. Where did I put that book…” Turning, he ran his finger along the shelf behind him.

Karen bit her lip. Simon wasn’t being deliberately sadistic either. His attitude was typical of the world from which he had come—Europe between the wars, sophisticated, intellectual, more than a little decadent. Though he had never told her his precise age, he must have been in his teens when his native Vienna had fallen to the forces of evil and his family and friends had vanished into the death camps. The values of that vanished age, remembered by an impressionable boy, were all the more to be cherished because of the horror that had swept them away. Whatever their failings, the aristocrats and intellectuals of old Europe had realized that the deliberate, delicate prolongation of pleasure was an art to be cultivated in all aspects of life, from the enjoyment of sculpture to the appreciation of music, from dining to making love.

“You are flushed,” Simon said, turning back to her with the book in his hand. “Is it too warm? Old people have cold bones; I will lower the heat.”

Karen wiped the smile off her face. Maybe Simon was right; she had been “alone” too long. “I’m not too warm,” she assured him. “I was thinking about…something else.”

“If it makes you blush I don’t want to hear it,” Simon said reprovingly. “Now listen.”

He had only read a few sentences when the shop door opened again and he went out to attend to the customer, leaving the book open on his chair. This time he was gone for some time. Karen picked up the book. When Simon returned she started and let out a strangled shriek.

Chuckling, Simon took the book from her hands. “Where had you got to? Ah, yes. ‘He pressed forward faster on his knees, his hands, at full length, dragging himself painfully along, and soon entered the dark portion of this terrible corridor.’”

“You startled me,” Karen mumbled. “Creeping in like that.”

Simon raised an elegant eyebrow at her and went on reading. “‘Oh Heaven, if the door should open outward. Every nerve in the miserable fugitive’s body thrilled with hope.’”

He started to close the book. “You see what I mean. The physical tortures inflicted on the rabbi are never described in detail, only hinted at. It is his mental suffering—”

“Okay,” Karen said. “Finish it. Please.”

“I wouldn’t want to bore you with third-rate fiction.”

“You did that on purpose. I know he doesn’t make it, but I’ll never sleep tonight if I don’t find out what happens.”

Simon did as she asked. He had a sonorous, flexible voice and he knew he read well. He gave the dreadful story everything he had. Scarcely had the poor rabbi reached the gardens and raised his eyes toward Heaven to praise God for his escape than he was clasped in a tender embrace and he realized that “all the phases of this fatal evening were only a prearranged torture, that of HOPE. The Grand Inquisitor, with an accent of touching reproach and a look of consternation, murmured in his ear, his breath parched and burning from long fasting: ‘What, my son! On the eve, perchance, of salvation—you wished to leave us?’”

Karen shuddered, then laughed—at herself. “I concede your point. But I’m afraid modern readers wouldn’t be affected.”

“They have become jaded—too many chain saws, too many decomposing corpses. And few comprehend that mental torture is the worst of all—the constriction of hope and of ambition.”

“But that’s what women’s writing is all about,” Karen said. “That’s the theme of Ismene’s poem. ‘They have shut me in a house of stone.’ She wasn’t talking about a physical prison.”

 

Much of Simon’s business was conducted by mail; drop-in customers were rare, and the dismal weather did not encourage shoppers. They were not interrupted again. However, Simon waited until the stroke of twelve before locking the front door. Karen preceded him up the stairs at the back of the shop, moving slowly so that the necessary deliberation of his own ascent would not humiliate him.

The apartment over the shop was small and a little shabby, but it was impeccably neat—except for the books. They lined the walls, covered all the flat surfaces, stood stacked in uneven piles beside chairs and sofa. Simon turned on the lights and led the way to the kitchen.

The rich, spicy smell of the goulash filled the room. Simon held a chair for Karen and moved back and forth with wine-glasses, a basket of bread, and the steaming tureen. She knew better than to offer assistance.

After they finished eating Simon took out one of his thin black cigars. “May I smoke?” he inquired.

Karen jumped up. Snatching his plate and hers, she carried them to the sink, and finished clearing the table. Then she sat down and stared fixedly at him. “Now, Simon.”

With a sigh Simon rose and left the room. The set of his shoulders expressed the resignation of a long-suffering male yielding to feminine whims. When he came back he was carrying a parcel and a clean white cloth, which he spread carefully across the table. “Now may I smoke?” he inquired, handing her the parcel.

He took her silence for consent; she had realized early on that he would be unmoved by lectures on the dangers of smoking and would regard any comment on his habits as rude and impertinent. In fact, she scarcely heard the question. She was too intent on the parcel.

It was small but bulky. Carefully Karen removed an outer covering of padded cloth to disclose a layer of the inert plastic used by museum conservators. Unlike ordinary plastic, it would not react chemically with fragile substances such as paper and cloth.

Her mouth was dry and her hands shook as she unwrapped the plastic. The object felt like a book. Well, she had expected that, hadn’t she? Something old, something rare…

It wasn’t a printed book. It was a pile of loose papers—a manuscript. If there had been covers, they were missing. The pages were raveled along one side, like mouse-nibbled wool, and the corners were so worn that the shape was more elliptical than rectangular. The lower edge was black and crumbling. She could just make out traces of writing on the topmost sheet, though it was so darkened by time and by disfiguring spots of brown—a condition known in the trade as “foxing”—that only a few words were legible.

Karen tried to control her voice. “I can’t…I don’t…”

“Don’t be afraid to touch it, it is not as fragile as it appears,” Simon said. “Except along the edges. The paper is hand-made, lacking the destructive chemicals modern paper manufacturers employ. Well? What are you waiting for? All morning you nagged me to see it, and now you sit with folded hands staring at a blank page.”

“Not…completely blank. I can read a few words.” She turned to face him. “Simon. This isn’t a joke, is it? You wouldn’t…”

“No.” A single sharp word; the accusation had hurt and angered him. She held out her hands in silent apology, and his stiff features relaxed as he took them in his. “Well, I can hardly blame you. I could not believe it myself at first. But the name is there. Ismene.”

“Maybe it’s not the same woman. Maybe some other writer used that name. Maybe this isn’t…What is it? More poems? A diary?”

“Why don’t you look for yourself?”

“I’m afraid to. I’m afraid I’m imagining this. I’m afraid it will crumble when I touch it.”

“It is not a diary,” Simon said patiently. “It appears to be a novel, or part of one. The first pages are missing, and so are the last.”

“I don’t believe it!”

“What don’t you believe? As a literary form, the novel is two and a half centuries old. Richardson’s Pamela was published in 1740. Also eighteenth-century in date were The Mysteries of Udolpho and The Castle of Otranto. This appears to be an example of the latter genre—the true Gothic novel, as opposed to the so-called Gothics of this century, which bear little resemblance to—”

“Don’t you dare lecture me on my own subject!”

Simon laughed aloud. “So, you are yourself again.”

“Dammit, Simon, I’ve written two articles on the Gothic novel.”

“And you are now wringing your hands,” Simon said, grinning. “How appropriate!”

“I’m trying to keep them off that book,” Karen said, returning his smile. He knew her well; he had chosen the most effective method of calming her. “I want to grab it and start reading.”

“Go ahead. We have all afternoon. And if you care to spend the night, all evening.”

“Not the original, it’s too precious. I’ll have a copy made…” She broke off as she saw his face change, and a wave of genuine physical sickness swamped her. “Simon! You are going to let me have it? You wouldn’t show it to me and then take it away? You haven’t sold it to someone else? You couldn’t!”

“Calm yourself,” Simon exclaimed. “Let me get you a glass of wine, or—”

“Don’t treat me like some Victorian lady with the vapors! Oh, all right. I’ll have some coffee. Please,” she added sulkily.

He filled two cups and joined her at the table. “My dear Karen, you are the first person other than myself to see this. How could I do less? But I can’t let you have it—not now, at any rate. No, don’t speak! You would only say something you would regret. Let me explain.”

She seized on the words that offered hope. “Not now? When?”

“After the proper procedures have been followed. Listen to me! Do you have any idea what this battered object is worth? I am talking of money, Karen—crude and vulgar of me, no doubt, but this is how I earn my living, by buying and selling books.”

“Well, of course. I expected to pay for it, that’s the only way I would…” She heard her voice start to rise, and fought to control it. This was business, not friendship. That was how she wanted it. One didn’t take advantage of a friend. “How much are you asking for it?”

Undeceived by her pretense at coolness, Simon eyed her warily. “Are you familiar with the motto of antiquities dealers? ‘An object is worth only what someone is willing to pay for it.’ It is possible to estimate the value of a particular book by studying what comparable volumes have brought in the market. But that’s the problem. With what can I compare this? I could make an educated guess as to what a Brontë or Dickens manuscript might bring; the original manuscripts of known works do appear on the market from time to time. But an unknown, unpublished manuscript by a little-known writer…who knows? The only way to find out is to offer it for sale.”

“Where? At auction?”

He remained maddeningly calm. “I could do that, but I won’t. If it sold to a private collector, he or she might not make it available to scholars, which would be a pity. I intend instead to invite bids from major universities and libraries.”

“I’ll top your highest bid. Isn’t there a procedure for that in your business? Preferred bidder, or something?”

“Karen—” His eyes moved from hers. Following his gaze, she saw that, without being conscious of movement, she had placed both hands on the manuscript, fingers flexed, palms pressing down.

“I understand your position, Simon,” she said steadily. “Now hear mine. The first person to get hold of this manuscript, by hook or crook or legal purchase, will be the one to publish it. If it goes to a university or library, they’ll pick one of their own people to handle it. I wouldn’t have a chance.”

“You believe you can persuade your college to—”

“Simon, you’re not listening! Even if the college would put up the money, which is unlikely, there’s at least one other person on the faculty who would lay claim to it. He’d probably succeed, too, because he sucks up to the board and the faculty senate and I don’t. Bill Meyer at Yale, and Dorothea Angelo at Berkeley—to name only two—would kill for the chance to get this. And both institutions have a hell of a lot more money than my college.”

“Yes, I understand that. But you—”

“Let me finish.” He hated being interrupted, and now she had done it twice. She plunged on, desperately seeking words that would convince him. “Do you know what a less scrupulous person would do in my place? Accept your invitation to spend the night, slip you a sleeping pill and sneak out, with the manuscript, to one of those all-night copying places.”

Simon’s eyes widened. “That would be a despicable act.”

“Of course. I’d never commit it, but I can think of several other people who wouldn’t hesitate for a second. You of all people ought to know that the definition of legal ownership with regard to old manuscripts is hideously complex. The pages themselves, the physical manuscript, can be bought or sold, inherited, given away. I would be guilty of theft if I stole it. But what about the text—the words? They can’t be copyrighted, they are old enough to be in the public domain. If I had a copy of the text, I doubt very much if you could prevent me from publishing it. I’d sure as hell be willing to take that chance—and so would Bill Meyer, or dear old Joe Cropsey, my favorite departmental chairman. That’s why I have to own it, Simon, and guard it with my life—to keep other people from getting their hands on it. It wouldn’t take more than two hours to have a copy made.”

She was breathless when she finished, but she had made her point. Simon was looking very sober. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. It is true that there are other interested parties. Your own fault, Karen; you were the one who made Ismene famous. How many copies of your edition of the poems were sold? How many articles on her have appeared since then?”

Karen didn’t answer. It was particularly embittering to realize that if she hadn’t made Ismene famous, in the scholarly world at least, she wouldn’t have to fear competition. On the other hand, Simon would not have called her first if she had not been the acknowledged authority. The manuscript itself might have been overlooked, discarded, if she had not publicized that vital name. The very idea made her break into a cold sweat.

“Where did you get it?” she asked.

“From a trunk in a dusty attic, of course. Isn’t that the traditional source for such finds? In fact, most discoveries of this nature do come from places like that. Remember the first half of the Huckleberry Finn manuscript that was found a few years ago? Mark Twain had sent it to a friend, who evidently mislaid it; it remained in a trunk in Gluck’s attic for over a century.”

Karen smiled sweetly. “If you think you are going to distract me, Simon, you are sadly mistaken.”

Simon sighed. “The house from which this manuscript came belonged to an old gentleman who was a pack rat, like his ancestors before him. When he died, the new owner called in a local auctioneer and told him to clear the place out in preparation for a sale. The auctioneer is a man with whom I’ve dealt before; local dealers often consult me about books and manuscripts. He and the owner agreed to let me handle this particular item, since it was—shall we say—somewhat esoteric.”

“Who—” she began.

“You know I can’t tell you that,” Simon interrupted with a frown.

“Are you selling on consignment?”

“No. I bought it outright.” He hesitated for a moment, and then named a figure. It was less than she had feared, but more than she had hoped. Simon was too damned honorable; he could have told the owner the manuscript was worthless, and offered him ten dollars as a gesture of goodwill.

“I’ll top your highest bid,” she repeated. “Whatever it is.” Reaching into her purse, she took out her checkbook. “I’ve got seven thousand, six hundred in my savings account. I’ll give you seven thousand as a deposit. And yes, thank you—I will spend the night.”











Chapter 2


All women, as authors, are feeble and tiresome. I wish they were forbidden to write, on pain of having their faces deepley sacrificed with an oyster shell.

Nathaniel Hawthorne, letter to his publisher, 1852





DARKNESS SOLID AS STONE WEIGHED HER LIMBS, FILLED HER open mouth and flaring nostrils as she struggled for breath. Darkness like moist black earth, heavy, airless, imprisoning the hands that struggled to free themselves, pressing down upon her staring eyes…

She fought out of sleep into waking, the scream she had not been able to utter still trapped in her throat. The streetlight outside her bedroom window cast a pale illumination into the room. It was some time before her gasps settled into normal breathing; longer before she dared sleep again.

 

Karen had reached the faculty parking lot before she realized the sound—repeated, peremptory, vaguely familiar—was that of her own name. She turned. The form bearing down on her was also familiar: Dr. Margaret Finneyfrock, professor of American history, known to her friends as Peggy. She insisted on the diminutive, for reasons Karen had never understood; it certainly didn’t suit her. Her crop of short gray curls looked as if it had been trimmed with garden shears, her weathered face was devoid of makeup, her stocky frame was clad in one of her legendary tweed suits. Her students claimed that when she bought a new one she weighted the pockets with stones and left it hanging in her closet until it had been suitably aged before putting it on. The skirts always bagged at the seat and the pockets always sagged and the fabric was always frayed by the claws of Peggy’s cats.

Peggy was not wearing a coat, and Karen realized it was a mild, sunny day. She hadn’t taken notice of the weather or the flowerbeds, which were bright with crocuses and daffodils.

“Are you going deaf, or just trying to avoid me?” Peggy demanded. “I’ve been bellowing at you for five minutes. Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

“Home. Why the hell shouldn’t I?”

“There is an extremely exasperated young woman outside your office door who could answer that. She claims she had an appointment with you at eleven.”

“Oh, Lord.” Karen bit her lip. “Debbie. This is the second…I suppose I’ll have to see her.”

“Don’t bother. She went stamping off after she’d unloaded on me. I don’t know why they all unload on ME. I certainly don’t invite—Hey, wait a minute!” Karen turned. Peggy caught her by the arm. “I didn’t chase you all this way just to tell you you’d screwed up. Why do you think I went by your office in the first place? I haven’t seen you for over a week. Let’s go have lunch.”

“Sorry. I really don’t have time.”

Peggy gripped Karen’s other arm and swung her around so that they stood face-to-face. The expression was not entirely accurate; Peggy was five inches shorter than Karen, and she had to tip her head back in order to meet the latter’s eyes. Apparently she did not approve of what she saw.

“You look terrible,” she said bluntly. “What have you been doing? Not eating or sleeping, obviously. Is something wrong?”


Not sleeping, Karen thought. Dreaming. The flash of memory—palpable darkness, weighting her down—shivered through her body, and Peggy’s grip tightened. “What is it?”

“Nothing. I’m fine. I’ve been working, that’s all. A new project. I’ve got to get back to it, I don’t have time for—”

“Then you’d damned well better make time. You’ll fall ill if you go on like this, and then where will your precious project be? This isn’t an invitation, it’s an order.”

“Did Joan put you up to this?” Karen demanded. “Or Sharon?”

“They’re worried about you too. You didn’t show up for lunch last week, or call to tell them you weren’t coming. You aren’t answering your phone and you’re hardly ever in your office.”

“So? I’ve been busy. Those lunches aren’t formal meetings, we just get together when we can. They aren’t my keepers. I don’t owe them—”

“They are your friends,” Peggy interrupted. “You owe them. It was Sharon who called me; you know these psychologists, they’re always reading sinister meanings into sudden alterations of behavior. Joan’s theory is that you have a new boyfriend.”

Karen smiled in spite of herself. She didn’t need Peggy’s critical stare to know she did not look like a woman in love. Her panty hose had a run and her lipstick must be…Had she put on makeup that morning? She couldn’t remember. “Oh, all right,” she said ungraciously. “Where do you want to go?”

“Anyplace that has a liquor license and does not serve tofu in any form. Come on. I’ll drive.”

Once she had her prisoner safely in the car, Peggy relapsed into tactful silence, and Karen felt herself beginning to relax. Wilmington was a pretty town, nestled in the folds of the hills Marylanders euphemistically referred to as mountains; the spring sunshine freshened the facades of the old houses, and the new green of the lawns was freckled with bright-yellow dandelions. Quite a contrast to that gloomy day a week ago when she had driven back from Baltimore through a last-of-the-season snowstorm. Spring had come on unnoticed by her; she had scarcely left the house since, except when she happened to remember she had a class or a faculty meeting.

They passed through the old town and headed west toward one of the shopping centers that had sprung up, with their cluster of surrounding subdivisions. “I thought we’d try that new Mexican restaurant at the mall,” Peggy exclaimed. “They say the food is pretty good.”

“You’re just trying to get as far away from campus as possible,” Karen said. “Don’t worry, I won’t leap out and try to escape. You were right; I do need a break. Thanks.”

“For what? My motives were purely selfish, as they always are.”

Karen studied her with an affectionate smile. Peggy’s gruff voice, deepened to bass-baritone by years of chain smoking, and her disdain for feminine fripperies concealed a personality as soft as a marshmallow. It wasn’t surprising that Joan and Sharon, Karen’s closest friends on the faculty, had appealed to Peggy; everybody unloaded on her, including students in other departments. Even the least perceptive of them realized within a week that there was a mother hen under the gruff facade. Peggy yelled at them and scolded them and was always there when they needed her.

As she was for me, Karen thought, dutifully stuffing herself with the taco salad Peggy had made her order. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until she had actually eaten most of the monstrous object—chili, guacamole, lettuce and tomatoes and shredded cheese and a mound of sour cream in a casing of puffed dough.

“You can have a margarita now if you want,” said Peggy. She had had two.

“No, thanks.”

“Coffee, then.” Peggy summoned the waitress with a peremptory flourish of her arm. With a wry smile, Karen said she’d prefer tea. The preliminaries having been concluded, Peggy was about to get down to the real business of the meeting.

“Has somebody been complaining about me?” Karen asked for openers. She was pretty sure she knew the answer.


“You’ve missed two classes and God knows how many student conferences,” Peggy said. “But of course you know who’s done the complaining—your favorite departmental chairman, Joe Cropsey. All under the guise of fatherly solicitude. Perhaps you’ve been ill? Perhaps you’ve had bad news from home? Perhaps—giggle, smirk, nudge, nudge—your personal life has gone sour?”

“He would think of that,” Karen muttered, shoving a wilted scrap of taco around the plate.

“He wants to be part of your personal life,” Peggy said. She added dispassionately, “Nasty little prick. You’d better tell me, or you’ll have him oozing around offering to console you.”

“A fate worse than death. I’d like to tell you, actually. I guess I’ve reached the stage where I need some dispassionate advice. I hadn’t…” She brushed a lock of limp brown hair away from her face. It was long overdue for a shampoo. She went on, “I hadn’t realized how madly preoccupied I’ve been. It may take a while; do you have the time?”

“I have all day,” Peggy said.

She had finished her coffee by the time the tale was told. She accepted a refill and asked the waitress to replace Karen’s untouched, tepid tea.

“So did you dope the old gent?”

“Of course not.” With a wry smile, Karen added, “I wouldn’t have gotten away with it; he watched me like a hawk. In the end he consented to take my check. He made me read some of the manuscript first, though, honorable soul that he is. Not that he had to force me. That’s why I stayed the night and missed half my appointments the next day. I’m too noble to steal and copy it, but I’m not noble enough to resist the chance to read as much as I could.”

“So what is it?”

“It is a novel. A Gothic novel.”

“Ruined castles, dastardly villains in hot pursuit of the helpless heroine’s virginity?” Peggy grinned. “I used to read that sort of thing. I was still in my twenties, which is some excuse.”

“You’re thinking about the imitation Gothics, most of which were nothing of the sort, that were all over the bookstores thirty years ago.” Unconsciously Karen assumed her lecturer’s pose. “The original Gothic novel began with The Castle of Otranto in 1764, and reached its height in the novels of Mrs. Radcliffe thirty years later. They were certainly overburdened with dastardly villains and vapid heroines, ancient castles and Deadly Secrets; but the Gothic romance represents a significant development in the history of the modern novel. The images of imprisonment and danger represent the social, intellectual and economic frustration of women in a rigid paternalistic society—”

“Spare me. I’m not knocking literary criticism, but I just don’t give a damn about analysis of that sort, be it Freudian or feminist. The only thing I care about is whether it’s a good read.”

“Do you consider Jane Eyre a good read? How about Wuthering Heights?”

“They aren’t Gothic novels.”

“They are in the Gothic tradition. Gloomy, isolated old houses, glowering Byronic heroes, threatened heroines—”

Peggy’s eyes narrowed. “But those are great works of literature. Are you saying that this manuscript is of the same caliber?”

“I don’t know what it is yet,” Karen said in a low voice. “Simon gave me a copy of the first thirty pages. He’s doing the same, damn him, for all the other potential buyers. I’ve spent the last week going over and over those pages and making a typewritten copy. The text is awfully hard to read. The ink has faded, the handwriting is minuscule—paper was expensive in those days, they crammed as much as they could onto a page—and there are a lot of interpolations and abbreviations and interlineations. I can only do a few pages at a time before my eyes start aching.”

“I see.” Peggy lit another cigarette. “At least I think I do. This is really important to you, isn’t it?”

“It could be the most important thing that’s ever happened to me. Or ever will happen. Grants, job offers from big universities, a step, maybe two steps, up the academic ladder, national recognition.”


“Whew. That big, huh? For heaven’s sake, relax,” she added in some alarm. “You’re bending that spoon into a circle. Your friend the bookseller promised it to you, didn’t he?”

“He promised me I could top the highest bid. It’s not like a regular auction, he’s only giving the others a chance to make one offer. That’s damned decent of him, really, he’s doing me a big favor. He says this is the only way he can determine what it’s worth.”

Peggy’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of money are we talking about here? And where are you proposing to get it?”

“I don’t know; I don’t know.” Karen brushed at the fog of smoke hovering over the table. “I haven’t even thought about it. I’ve been too absorbed—”

“Obsessed is more like it.” Peggy blew out a rather wobbly smoke ring. “Don’t bother defending yourself; I know how I’d feel if a comparable discovery came into my hands. There’s no sense worrying about money yet. Maybe the other bidders won’t be interested. Maybe they won’t be able to come up with the cash.”

“You don’t understand.”

“So tell me.”

“Simon has contacted a number of people. Two of them have expressed interest and asked to see the merchandise. He won’t tell me their names, but I’m sure one of them is Bill Meyer. Once that bastard sees it…” Her voice rose.

“Calm down,” Peggy said. “Who’s Bill Meyer?”

“Yale. Associate professor. Specializes in Early American literature and in smart-ass, nasty reviews. His critique of my edition of Ismene’s poems was a masterpiece of snottiness. He’s also a die-hard male chauvinist and a defender of the canon.” Seeing Peggy’s look of exasperation, she explained, “The traditional literary canon of great works was defined by men, and consists mostly of male authors. One major book on nineteenth-century literature doesn’t even admit Jane Austen or the Brontës or George Eliot into the sacred ranks. Meyer and his kind claim there aren’t any great books by women on the list because women didn’t write any great books.”

“Huh,” said Peggy. “Then why would he want—”


“This is a major discovery, Peggy, whatever its eventual literary status may be. There are a number of eighteenth-century novels by women—more than most people realize, because they have been neglected and rejected by critics. For example, I’ll bet you’ve never heard of Charlotte Temple. Yet it was the first American best-seller; it went through over two hundred editions, official and pirated, after it was published in 1791, and it was still being read in 1912 by ‘housemaids and shopgirls,’ as some critic condescendingly put it. That was its problem, of course; any book popular with women was by definition—”

“You’ve made your point, and exposed my ignorance. Let’s concentrate for the moment, on this particular book. I take it that most of the neglected and rejected books were in print at one time. This is completely new—never published?”

“I’ve checked every reference I can think of. That’s why it’s so important, Peggy. Even Bill Meyer, male chauvinist though he is, would love to be the discoverer of an unknown American author.”

“You think he can talk Yale into coming up with an offer? Money’s tight these days.”

“You’re telling me. The other buyer has to be Dorothea Angelo, from Berkeley. She’s a full professor and she’s got a lot of clout. She was green with envy when I published the poems; she’s been sniping at me ever since, in print and in person. She’d kill to get her hands on this.”

“But Simon promised you—”

“I may not be able to raise the money.” It was the first time Karen had admitted it, even to herself. Her voice was unsteady. “And even if I can, they will have seen it. Simon won’t let it out of his hands, he’ll insist that they examine it in his office; at least I hope that’s what he’ll do. But I wouldn’t put it past either of them to steal the damned thing.”

“Your friend Simon doesn’t sound like a patsy.”

“Well…maybe not. But there’s another aspect to this business—the author’s identity. The poems gave no clue to her real name, or even what part of the country she came from. It would be an additional feather in my professional cap to identify her. In fact, without that background it will be impossible to do a proper study of her novel—show how she fits into the tradition, what other writers influenced her, and so on. There’s no way I could prevent someone else from pursuing that search, even if I owned the manuscript. I couldn’t stand it if—”

She broke off, biting her lip. The last thing she wanted to do was sound like one of the hysterical heroines of the novels they had discussed. Peggy seemed to find her reaction reasonable, though. “Yes, I see. The manuscript offers clues to her identity?”

“I think it may,” Karen said cautiously. “Even more important is where it was found. Simon bought it from a person—he wouldn’t even tell me whether it was a man or a woman—who had inherited an old house and its contents. He said something about ‘local dealers,’ so I’m assuming the house is somewhere in this area. He also said the manuscript had been found in a trunk in the attic of the house. You see what that means?”

“Who me? I’m just an ignorant historian,” Peggy said with ineffable sarcasm. But her eyes were bright and intent. “‘In this area’ is pretty vague; it could cover the whole East Coast. However, you would probably be safe in limiting yourself to the Mid-Atlantic region—from Pennsylvania to the Carolinas. There are a lot of old houses and old families in that part of the country…” She ended on a questioning note; then she said, “The former owner may have been an auction hound. He could have picked up the manuscript in a box lot at some country sale.”

“Then the auctioneer’s records would give me the name of the person who put it up for sale,” Karen said. “You’re right, it may have passed through many hands; tracking it down would be like those treasure-hunt games we used to play, with one clue leading to another.”

“Or tracing the ownership of a plot of land.” Peggy lit another cigarette from the stub of the last. Karen could tell she was hooked. She wondered why she hadn’t thought of confiding in Peggy earlier. This part of the problem required historical rather than literary research and Peggy loved puzzles in all forms, from mystery stories to double-crostics.

“There’s another possibility, of course,” Peggy went on musingly. “From Mrs. Radcliffe to the Brontës; you’re talking about a literary type that flourished around the turn of the eighteenth century, right? This part of the country was well settled by 1800. The author must have been a member of a wealthy, land-owning family; only the upper classes bothered to have their sons educated, much less their daughters. They were lordly aristocrats—slave owners—flaunting their wealth, importing books and furniture from England, building great mansions…” She had been talking to herself, letting her agile and informed imagination build up a theory. Now she looked directly at Karen and said, “That’s what you believe, isn’t it? That the seller is one of Ismene’s descendants. That the house where the manuscript was found is her home.”

 

“I don’t know why the weather is always foul when I go to Baltimore,” Karen grumbled. “If I were superstitious I’d regard it as an omen, and turn back.”

It was rain, not sleet or snow, that darkened the highway that morning. Patches of mist drifted across the road.

Peggy checked her seat belt for the tenth time. She had offered to drive, but Karen had overruled her, even though she knew Peggy hated being a passenger.

“You wouldn’t turn back if the clouds opened up and God threw a thunderbolt at you.” Peggy reached in her purse, which squatted on the floor at her feet like a malignant black gnome, and then made a face and withdrew her hand.

“Go ahead and smoke,” Karen said resignedly.

“And deprive you of ten minutes of your busy, productive, happy, interminable life?”

“I don’t want to see a premature end to your busy, productive, happy, interminable life. And I hate having the smell of it in the car. But I’d rather put up with that than have you twitching and snapping at me all the way to Baltimore.”

Peggy grinned. “Oh, well. If you insist.”


She lit her cigarette, cracked the window, and then leaned back, looking more relaxed. “I’m looking forward to meeting your friend Simon. Do you think he’ll mind my coming along?”

“If he does, he won’t show it. He’s a perfect gent. Your presence will add a certain legitimacy to my claim on the manuscript; he’ll think you represent the college.”

“Just watch what you say,” Peggy warned her. “I don’t represent the college, and I don’t particularly want to be sued for misrepresentation—by Simon or the board of trustees.”

“Don’t worry.”

“Huh,” said Peggy. “Are you still set on that crazy scheme of yours?”

“I have to know who the other bidders are, Peggy! Simon wouldn’t tell me.”

“You didn’t expect him to, did you?”

“Well—no. I certainly wouldn’t want him to give the others my name. Call it idle curiosity if you like—”

“Oh, I can see why you’re interested.”

“Please don’t interrupt me.”

Peggy laughed aloud. After a moment Karen laughed too. “Am I being prickly?”

“Uh-huh. And overly defensive. Hell, you don’t have to explain why you’re curious about the competition. I am too. I wouldn’t miss this for the world. Skulking in doorways with my hat pulled down over my eyes, snapping pictures with my hidden camera, trailing suspects through the byways of Baltimore…”

Karen groaned. “I knew I’d regret letting you come.”

It was a lie; she could only thank heaven that chance had involved Peggy in her project. Not only was her historical expertise proving invaluable, but her practical, common-sense presence steadied Karen’s imagination. She had been in danger of going off the deep end that first week; excitement had muddled her thinking processes and endangered not only her job but the acquisition of the precious manuscript. With Peggy nagging her, she had resumed her normal academic schedule and managed to refrain from hassling Simon. Her enforced patience had paid off; when he called to tell her she wouldn’t have to wait much longer, he had volunteered the information that he expected the other interested parties that weekend, and when she asked if she might have another look at the prize, he had agreed.

“You’re sure Bill Meyer is coming today?” Peggy asked. “I don’t mind playing spy, even in the rain, so long as it isn’t a waste of time.”

“I’m not sure who the client is,” Karen said. “Simon’s too damned discreet to mention a name. But someone will be there today or tomorrow.”

“Goody, goody. I can play spy two days in a row.”

“That’s why I suggested you bring an overnight bag. Simon mentioned two prospects. If both show up today, we won’t have to stay over, but just in case…”

“Fine with me. For God’s sake,” Peggy added irritably, “you’re driving fifty miles an hour and every damned vehicle on the road is passing us. Can’t you go a little faster?”

“Have another cigarette,” Karen said.

The rain slackened when they approached the city; only a dismal drizzle dampened their coats as they walked toward Simon’s shop. Peggy had covered her head with a garish red-and-purple tie-dyed scarf. She explained she was saving her hat for surveillance purposes.

Simon was waiting at the door. His bushy eyebrows lifted when he saw Peggy, but he acknowledged the introduction with a slight bow and took the hand she extended.

They made one of the oddest couples Karen had ever seen. Simon’s lean height dwarfed Peggy’s stocky form, though he bent gallantly at the waist in order not to seem to loom over her. Peggy stood with her feet firmly planted; the pockets of her shabby raincoat sagged, and the hideous scarf drooped over her face. She pushed it back and grinned up at him. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Mr. Hallett.”

“I am of course familiar with your work, Dr. Finneyfrock. But I mustn’t keep you standing in your wet coat. Let me hang it up, here…And now, what about something hot to drink? Tea or coffee?”

He ushered her into the sitting area, leaving Karen to follow.


The manuscript, encased in its wrappings, lay on the table. Karen didn’t wait for Simon’s gesture of permission; she snatched it up like a mother embracing a missing child. This time she was not tempted to read on. A few more pages would not satisfy her urgent need.

It took the other two less than five minutes to get into a violent argument. Simon had never mentioned to Karen that he had read Peggy’s book, but it was clear that he had, and it was only to be expected that he would take exception to her views on the role of women in pioneer America. Peggy was no more reluctant than he to express her opinions. Before long the dangerous word “herstory” had been mentioned and Peggy’s voice had deepened to a growl. “Conventional history completely ignores half the human race. What do you think women were doing while their men were shooting Indians and slaughtering animals and cutting down the forests—embroidering doilies? The progress of civilization…”

Karen listened with amused enjoyment. She had thought Simon would like Peggy, but she hadn’t dared hope they would hit it off so quickly and thoroughly. Simon never waxed sarcastic with people unless he approved of them.

He kept an unobtrusive eye on the clock, however, and finally he smiled and shrugged. “Greatly as I am enjoying this discussion, I fear I must excuse myself. We must talk again, Dr. Finneyfrock; I will not abandon hope of convincing such a rational woman of her small errors.”

“I’ll send you a copy of that article,” Peggy said. “If it doesn’t convince you, I will be forced to the conclusion that you are not as rational a man as you give occasional evidence of being.”

Simon laughed aloud. “I will read it with pleasure. Your presence here makes me suspect that you are also interested in the manuscript. May I ask whether that interest is financial?”

Peggy returned his smile. “To whatever extent proves necessary.”

Karen choked on the mouthful of coffee she had been about to swallow, and had to retire behind her napkin. It had never occurred to her to ask Peggy for financial help. There were some limits friends didn’t cross, even when they were in the grip of an obsession like hers.

“I see.” Simon stroked his chin and studied Peggy thoughtfully. “You are aware of the terms of the agreement? We have not committed it to writing; neither of us felt the need—”

“Nor do I,” Peggy said. “Your word is good enough for me. I assure you I can and will match any offer you receive, but if you would like financial references—”

Simon’s smile broadened. “I didn’t require them of Karen. I can hardly do less for her…partner?”

“Whatever,” said Peggy amiably. “Our arrangements need not concern you, Mr. Hallett.”

Simon wasn’t accustomed to being snubbed with such courteous finality. His brows drew together and he committed the outrageous rudeness of rising, to signal that the visit was at an end. “Very well. I’ll be in touch with you as soon as I have the requisite information.”

He helped them on with their coats and ushered them out the door.

Karen had so many questions and comments, she could not decide what to say first. As soon as the shop door had closed behind them, she burst out, “I didn’t ask you for financial backing. When did you—”

“Save it.” Peggy took her arm and started walking. “First things first. Let’s get away from the shop. As soon as we’re out of sight we’ll put on our disguises and sneak back.”

“What disguises? I didn’t bring—”

“I’ve got one of those rainbonnets for you. Our coats are conveniently generic, in color and cut. I’ll remove my glasses—”

“You’re blind as a bat without them,” Karen protested.

“Just till we’re in position. You can lead me. The main thing is this scarf. Why do you think I wore such a garish article of attire? Once I take it off and put on my hat, I’ll be unrecognizable.”

She looked so pleased with herself, Karen hadn’t the heart to point out the flaws in her plan. Peggy’s most distinctive characteristic—her height, or lack thereof—couldn’t easily be disguised. Karen decided not to mention it, for fear Peggy would rush off in search of a shoestore and a pair of four-inch heels.

They turned the corner and sought refuge from the thickening rain in a doorway. Peggy rummaged in her purse, fished out an amorphous wad of fabric and punched it into shape. It looked more like a decaying tan pyramid than a hat. Peggy replaced her scarf with this object and smirked complacently. “See? Now where did I put the…ah, here it is.”

The plastic strip unfolded into a headcovering of sorts. It was printed with bright-red balloons. Resignedly Karen allowed her friend to arrange it over her damp hair.

“What position did you have in mind?” she asked. “This isn’t the sort of neighborhood where it’s safe to stand on a street corner.”

“There’s a bar practically across the street from the shop.” Before Karen could object, Peggy went on. “And we’d better hurry. He was getting fidgety; his client must be due soon.”

She was right, and Karen gave her credit for spotting Simon’s impatience. She wouldn’t have noticed it herself if she hadn’t known him so well.

If she had been alone, Karen would have preferred the perils of a street corner to the ambiguous ambience Peggy had selected. Peggy did not share her qualms. “A nice, typical neighborhood bar,” she proclaimed happily. “I hope they serve sandwiches. I’m starved.”

The menu reminded Karen of a classic “Saturday Night Live” routine: hamburgers, cheeseburgers, and—as a concession to health-conscious customers—cheese sandwiches. It took Peggy less than five minutes to get them established at a table next to the window, where they could peer out between the dusty café curtains covering the lower half

































































































OPS/images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OPS/images/MSRCover.png
o
S
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

ELIZ ETH PETERS

ITING AS

ﬁ‘omja/ of /7”01«5 _.

“Barbara. Michels has smnasmfhmull
> PHYLUIS A WHITNEY-  “ < X %
9 N





OPS/images/06.jpg
L —r—

msioes)
B

o e 0Ll @ —
Jresney





