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Prologue

June 19, 1961

After many minutes,
the babysitter turned the TV down; it was ruining her
concentration. She glanced at the telephone on the small white
table just inside the entrance to the kitchen.

Later, she thought.

She crossed the living room, pushed the
child's door open, and stood quietly, her eyes on the child.
Finally, she reached around the right side of the doorway and
flicked the light switch off.

She turned, went to the couch, sat and
drummed her fingers—l-2-3-4—methodically on the armrest. She became
aware of the fluid ticking of the grandfather clock near the front
door. She glanced at it and grimaced. "Damn it!" she whispered.

One thing was certain: Six months of dull
Friday nights shouldn't have ended like this. There was no reason
for it to have come to this. Well, her own stupidity was the
reason, wasn't it? Her own colossal stupidity. She grinned.
Colossal. Colossal stupidity. She stopped drumming her
fingers. Colossal stupidity! She'd use that phrase on some
of the kids at school—Joanne Vanderburg, for one. "You're so
colossally stupid!" she'd say. And then she'd walk off, leaving
Joanne Vanderburg with her mouth wide open and with nothing to say.
It was a nice thought.

Her grin vanished abruptly.

Now.

She stood, went to the telephone, picked up
the receiver, dialed.

"Hello?" she heard.

"Is Mrs. Winter there, please?" she said.

"May I ask who's calling?"

"Her babysitter. This is her babysitter."

"Just a moment."

She heard, as if from a distance, "Evelyn,
it's for you. Your babysitter."

She waited. Then: "Yes . . . this is Mrs.
Winter."

"Mrs. Winter?"

"What is it? Is something wrong?"

"I don't know, Mrs. Winter." The babysitter
paused briefly. "I mean . . . it's the baby—"

"The baby? What's happened to the baby?"

"Nothing. I mean . . . I don't know. She's so
quiet. I think you'd better come home, Mrs. Winter."

"Quiet? What do you mean quiet?"

"Well, I mean she's breathing and everything,
but she's not moving. She fell. Out of her crib. She fell." A short
silence.

"Mrs. Winter?"

Then, again as if from a distance: "Oh,
Jesus!" And a click, a dial tone.

The babysitter put the receiver on its rest.
She went back to the child's room, turned the light on.

She saw that the child was almost exactly as
she had left her—on her side at the back of the crib—except now her
huge, impossibly blue eyes were open.

The babysitter glanced around the room, her
face expressionless. Yes, everything was in order. She reached for
the light switch. She hesitated. The crib! she realized.
The damned crib!

She crossed to it, put her foot on the small
pedal beneath and unlatched the left-hand side. She pushed down.
The side gave a few inches. She stepped away.

Her gaze settled on the child.

She saw that the child
was staring at her. Hard. Not with a bubbling smile ready on her
lips, as if the babysitter were merely an object of amusement or
curiosity, but hard. And cold. In emotion so intense that the
muscles of the child's face had frozen, and all the energy in her
small, quiet body had massed in the eyes.

Two weeks later

The babysitter got
comfortable on the big couch. Well, it was too bad, she thought.
Really too bad. Almost enough to make you cry, if you were used to
crying, if it made you feel more human, if it "salved your
conscience" (a phrase she had heard the day before, in English
class, and thought was a very interesting phrase). She remembered
crying—at the hospital, in the waiting room, while the doctors were
busy finding out what had happened to the child (not what had been
done to her, but what had happened to her). She had cried
right in front of Mr. and Mrs. Winter.

("I'm sorry, Mrs. Winter, Mr. Winter. I'm so
sorry. I should have—"

"It's okay, it's not your fault, not
really.")

It had been just the right kind of
weeping—good, dry, hesitant, confused. She'd kept it up, too, right
up till the moment the doctor finally came into the waiting
room.

("This is extremely difficult for me, Mrs.
Win—"

"My God, my baby is dead, my baby is—"

"No, Mrs. Winter,
she's not dead. She has sustained some spinal injuries.")

And that—the
babysitter readjusted herself on the couch—really was too bad,
wasn't it? That was . . . tragic. Terrible. But accidents happened
every day. No one was really to blame for them. They happened and
that was that. It was fate.

The babysitter called, "Sammy, I thought I
told you to stay the hell in your room," and got up from the couch;
she was certain that little Sammy Watson, her latest charge (God,
but wouldn't it be great if she didn't need to freakin'
babysit, if she could just marry some guy who had a lot of
money and he could set her up in some great big house and maybe
she'd have a kid of her own), had gotten up again for
another goddamned "dinkawawa." The babysitter turned and faced the
stairway.

And very spontaneously peed in her pants.

Because the child on the stairs was not
little Sammy Watson. But this child could not possibly be on the
stairs, because she was five miles away in a hospital bed and she
was all trussed up because she had "sustained some spinal injuries"
because accidents happened every day, no one was really to blame,
it was fate.

The babysitter mumbled something, her throat
suddenly too dry for speech.

The child on the stairs grinned a big, wide,
malevolent grin that made the babysitter wet her pants once
more.

And then the child
vanished.

The nurse's name was
Simpson, and one word—pathetic—was going through her head
now. Ever since the Winter child was brought in, two weeks before,
that word had been running around inside Nurse Simpson's head. It
was the only word that fit. And now it fit doubly well.

The nurse reached out and gently touched the
sleeping child's lips. "I hope," she whispered—she felt a tear
start —"that your dreams are good dreams, little one." She took her
hand away. "And I hope you always have reason to smile."
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Chapter 1

1981

Christine Bennet
knew that the whole thing would end in an argument, their first.
And it was an argument that couldn't be avoided; that was the hell
of it. His role, his position, as her husband, provider, maker of
decisions, and, yes, even her protector was at stake, regardless of
how vehemently he'd deny it. And that all added up to a matter of
pride. Better to injure him physically than to injure his
pride.

"It's amazing, isn't it?" Tim Bennet
said.

Christine nodded.

"A chance like this," he continued, "doesn't
come along very often."

If only he wasn't so wildly enthusiastic, it
would be easy to tell him, Yes, Tim, you're right. But it just
doesn't appeal to me. You understand, don't you? And that would
be the end of it and they could go on looking.

"In five years," Tim said, "this will be the
place to live. Hell, it already is. Do you know that fifteen,
twenty years ago you couldn't even drive through this area, let
alone live here?"

"Uh-huh," Christine said.

"It's really amazing," Tim repeated.

Christine tried to fault him for his
enthusiasm, his pride, tried to ascribe it to some lack of
understanding, some break in communication that originated with
him. But it was no good. He was what he was and she was what she
was, and if he saw only so far, saw only what was apparent, it was
because at this point in their marriage it was all he could deal
with. A person learns to walk before he runs. Christine grinned at
the cliché.

"What's funny?" Tim asked.

She looked at him. He was driving with both
hands on the wheel, even though he was keeping the car just below
the thirty-mile-an-hour limit. It was another sign of his
protectiveness.

"Funny?" she said.

"You were smiling."

She thought a moment. "I was, wasn't I?" She
paused. "I don't remember why. Sorry."

He brought the car to a slow, easy stop at a
red light. "See that house there?"

Christine looked. He had indicated a large,
square, whitewashed brick building with a red stone roof and a
small, nonfunctional wrought-iron porch under each of three front
windows. The double front doors were of glass and oak; an oversized
number 1 had been painted in yellow on the left-hand glass panel,
and the number 4 on the other. The small, bright-green lawn was
bordered by a tall, ornate fence, also of wrought iron. Christine
thought the house forbidding and pretentious.

"Yes," she said.

"That was the first," Tim explained. "A man
named Williamson bought it for fifteen hundred back around nineteen
sixty-two."

"Fifteen hundred? Is that all?"

"It needed a lot of work, of course." The
light changed. He pressed the accelerator gently. "I don't know
exactly how much he had to invest to make it livable, but it was
something like thirty thousand. And he had to do all the work
himself, but that saved him a bundle. The house is worth at least a
hundred thousand now."

"Sounds pretty impressive," Christine said,
just missing the tone of enthusiasm she had tried for.

"Oh, it is, and that's
why so many people latched on to the idea, and why there are so few
houses left." He paused. "Light me a cigarette, would you,
darling?" He pulled a pack of Marlboros out of his shirt pocket and
handed it to her.

He parked the car in
front of a big, rambling brownstone house. The windows on its first
floor had been boarded over with plywood; most of its second-floor
windows were broken; faded obscenities were visible on the sidewalk
leading to the front door and on the door itself, there were gaping
jagged holes scattered around the roof. Paradoxically, the lawn had
recently been mowed, and the honeysuckle hedges encircling the
house neatly trimmed.

Tim, leaning over, looking at the house
through the passenger window, said, "That would cost us two
thousand."

"Two thousand," Christine said, not as a
question but merely for something to say. "It's certainly big,
isn't it?"

"Yes, it is."

"Be hell to heat."

"Absolutely."

"Are you thinking of buying it, Tim?"

He straightened, put the car in gear, and
pulled slowly away from the house. "Hell no," he said. "It needs
too much work. I've been through it. And besides, it's too big for
just the two of us."

Christine thought she
heard something vaguely accusatory in the way he said, "just the
two of us," but decided to disregard it. That delicate subject had
yet to be opened, and it deserved far more attention than they
could give it now.

Tim and Christine
Bennet had been married for six months. The marriage was a
culmination of a long and progressively more passionate
relationship, the end destined to make them husband and wife.

It was at first an uneasy relationship, one
tinged by uncertainty. Because Christine, for nineteen of her
twenty-one years, had been paralyzed from the waist down. All
indications were that the paralysis was permanent. The wheelchair
was her almost, constant companion, and, predictably, it had drawn
to her a succession of altruists, and men with pity to spread
around and be known by, and, pathetically, the occasional oddball.
But she learned quickly enough to identify each type and to
cultivate a cool but polite attitude toward them.

When Tim came into her life toward the end of
her freshman year at Brockport State College—where she majored in
fine arts and where he had a part-time position as an assistant
professor of photography—she found that he was persistent, despite
the attitude she cultivated. It became obvious that he saw through
the façade, saw through to the spark of interest he had started in
her. And he was so beautifully direct:

"You think I'm something other than what I
appear to be, don't you, Christine?"

They were having lunch together on the
college grounds. He hadn't asked the question offhandedly, eyes
averted, in a foolish attempt to appear unconcerned, or subtle.

She toyed very briefly with the idea of
saying I know exactly what you are and thus throwing him off
guard. But his question—or at least the way he had asked
it—demanded an honest answer.

"Yes," she said, "I'm afraid I do."

"I understand," he said. "At least I think
so."

From Christine's point of view, it was not
the perfect reply. There was a question in it—a plea that she
explain his uncertainty to him and so put him on firmer ground.
Which was why, of course, he had lowered his head and closed his
eyes. Because it was her turn.

The dull ache of disappointment flowed
through her. There had been something genuine about this man, and
now he had destroyed it.

"Will you give me some time, Christine?" His
bead was still lowered, eyes still closed.

"Tune?" she said, without expression.

He raised his head, looked at her. "I'm not
going to try to talk you into something or out of something. I
don't think I'd be able to; you've made that very clear. All I want
is for us to take the time to get to know each other. I like you .
. . very much. Well, that's obvious, isn't it? I can't say . . . ."
He paused, considered. "I can't say I like the fact that you're
crippled. I don't like it. I wish I had some kind of healing power.
I wish I could lay my hands on your head and say 'Rise, walk,' and
then throw that damned chair away. But I can't. No one can. Which
leaves us . . . here. Nowhere, if that's what you want, and I don't
think you do. I know I don't. So . . . ." Another pause. "So, I
understand. This past month you've been watching me very closely,
trying to get a line on what I'm all about, what my intentions
are." Again a pause. "I have none—intentions, I mean. Not yet,
anyway. Given a little time, though, which is what I'm asking for,
I'm sure I'll come up with something." He grinned. "End of
speech."

Christine felt like applauding. He had
redeemed himself. And the point of it was, he hadn't been trying to
redeem himself. His sincerity had been obvious.

And they both realized that it was the
beginning of something.

Two years later, they
were married.

But there was still
the uneasiness, however subtle. And still, on his part, an
overprotectiveness that Christine was reluctant to make an issue
of—because it was almost an instinct with him, and it would take
time to soften it.

This "house thing," as she thought of it, was
a good example of that overprotectiveness. A home of our
own—it was a phrase he used in a tone that approached
reverence. And Christine realized it was in reverence of her, or,
more correctly, in reverence of her handicap. A home of our own.
Compensation for all that life had denied her, the gift of privacy
and independence in lieu of the gift of mobility.

Fortunately, valid excuses had been easy
enough to find: the expense, the neighborhood, etc. They were
excuses that, over the past six months, she had ultimately been
forced to agree with.

Today, however, was
the turning point; Christine knew it. Tim's enthusiasm was too
great. An argument was inevitable. This place—the "Cornhill
Preservation District"—charmed him. The ten square blocks of large
Victorian homes and converted gas lamps and cobblestone streets was
like a leap backward to a less convoluted, less self-serving,
ultimately simpler time. Add to that the fact that houses still in
need of restoration were selling for as little as a couple hundred
dollars, and Christine couldn't blame Tim at all for his
enthusiasm. Here his dream of a home of our own was all but
assured. Only she—the focus of that dream—stood in the way.

He turned right onto
Selbourne Avenue. "The next one," he said, "is a gem. You'll love
it." He reached the end of Selbourne Avenue and turned left onto
Briar Street. He stopped almost immediately.

The house, like most of the others in the
district, was of brick, but it was simple, uncluttered. There was
some scrollwork along the roof line and around the windows, but it
did little to alter the house's appearance of strength and
solidity. There was nothing gingerbready about it.

Christine hated it. It was a hiding place, a
fortress, a place to shut herself up in. That was why Tim had
called it "a gem," she realized.

"What do you think?" he said. He was smiling,
pleased. This was the pièce de résistance.

She smiled back, hoping he would catch the
falseness of it. "I don't know."

"You don't know? How can you not know? It's
perfect, absolutely perfect. It's practically all you need."

"All I need, Tim?"

"All we need." He was still smiling,
was obviously not aware of the implications of what he'd said.
"Just the right size, doesn't need that much work, and we can get
it for almost nothing. It's perfect."

"Can we talk about it, Tim?"

"Talk about it? Sure we can talk about it.
Let's talk."

"I mean later."

He said nothing for a long moment, then: "I'm
wasting my time, aren't I."

She could hear the disappointment in his
voice, the hurt just starting, and it made her suddenly,
inexplicably angry with him. She said nothing.

Tim put the car in gear. "Yes," he said,
"we'll talk. I want to get this damned thing straight." He pulled
away from the house. "It's the same old story, isn't it?"

"The same old story?"

"Yes. You suspect my motives: Tim wants to be
the white knight for poor, crippled Christine."

He paused. She said nothing.

"I knew it," he continued. "Jesus, when are
you going to learn I've grown beyond that!"

He put the left blinker on, slowed the car.
Christine looked ahead, read the street sign: "Longview
Terrace."

"Well," he said, "believe what you want. You
always have." He turned onto Longview Terrace. "One more," be
continued. "Then we'll go. Not that I'm letting you off the hook.
We are going to talk. Your particular . . . delusion isn't
doing either of us a bit of good."

"Fine," she said. It was nearly a
whisper.

He glanced at her. "Are you listening to
me?"

She said nothing. She was looking out her
window; she was very still.

"Christine?"

Again nothing.

He reached across the seat, put his hand on
her shoulder. "Honey?"

She turned her head slowly. Their eyes met.
He withdrew his hand spontaneously and grinned, suddenly
nervous.

"If looks—," he began,
and fell quiet. She had turned her head again.

In 1907 Joseph
Stearns married Isabelle Morgan. It was a marriage that was several
years in the making, a kind of gift to them both: Stearns had just
finished law school and felt he could now support a wife.

Owning a house, he believed, was critical to
his new role as lawyer and husband; it had much to do with his
standing in the community and with his status as a family man.
Besides, Isabelle had, long before their marriage, made it clear
that she would not accept living in apartments.

In most things, Joseph Stearns was a
conservative man. His politics, his religion, his social views all
reflected his Victorian upbringing. It dismayed him, therefore,
that his tastes in architecture didn't run in the same direction,
that the plans his architect showed him depicted, as he called
them, "nightmarish monstrosities." He supposed that his hatred of
the architecture of the time meant that he was, above all else, a
realist, an honest, no-nonsense man. And there was the cost to
consider, as well.

In the end, with the grudging help of his
architect, he designed his own house. A year later, a couple months
after their marriage, Joseph and Isabelle Stearns moved into their
new home at 26 Longview Terrace.

From the first day, Isabelle's disappointment
was obvious. The house was too small, she said. It was too plain,
she said. It was like a box made of bricks. The rooms, all the
rooms, gave her claustrophobia. It had no charm, she said.

And Joseph Stearns couldn't help but agree.
His first attempt at architecture had been a dismal failure. The
house was all but unlivable.

In 1909 Isabelle Stearns died of influenza. A
year later Joseph sold the house, at a substantial loss, to a
sculptor named Gears. Gears lived in it until June 1922, when he
boarded a train for New York City and was never heard from again.
The house became the property of Gears's only living relative, his
sister, Elizabeth O'Donahue, who used it as an income property. She
rented it, variously, to newlyweds and transients and artists who,
like her brother, found its plainness oddly appealing.

But, because Elizabeth O'Donahue was a woman
to whom the responsibilities of being a landlady were not as
important as the meager financial rewards, the house slowly fell
into decay. In March 1950, with a week's worth of snowfall on it,
the back section of the roof of 26 Longview Terrace collapsed,
killing a young mother and severely injuring her five-year-old
son.

Elizabeth O'Donahue
was successfully prosecuted for negligence, and eventually the
house reverted to the city, became a burden, a file number, an
eyesore—only one of several hundred such houses in what had then
become, and would remain for another decade, the slum district
known as Cornhill.

Tim Bennet didn't
know how to deal with his wife's silence, because he didn't know
the reason for it. If it was a "tactic," it was one he hadn't
expected from her and had never before encountered.

He leaned over and looked past her at the
small red brick house. "Well," he said, "it's nothing if not
ugly."

Christine remained silent, her head still
turned, her hands flat in her lap.

"They're going to bulldoze it," Tim said,
straining to sound casual, "unless some poor slob buys it pretty
soon."

He waited. Still nothing.

"Okay," he said. "Okay." He straightened, put
his band on the gearshift.

Christine looked at him.

"I'm sorry," Tim said, without knowing why,
suddenly needing to say something, anything, to soften whatever it
was—anger? hatred?—that had tightened her face, transformed it.
"I'm sorry," he repeated, putting the car in gear, his hands
shaking, his eyes still on her, disbelieving, uncertain.

"No," she said, "I like the house. Can we go
inside?" Tim couldn't believe what he was hearing.

It looks just right, doesn't it, Tim? Not too
big or too small. It's not expensive, I imagine."

"Three hundred."

"Is that all?"

And it struck Tim that what he was seeing was
an impossibility, that Christine couldn't speak so
enthusiastically, so hopefully, without showing it around the lips
and eyes, that only venom could some from that face. "It's beyond
repair, darling," he said.

She laughed. Lightly. Pleasantly. Laughter
that had, so many times before, made him reply
spontaneously—without reason—with his own laughter. But now it
stopped his breathing momentarily. "Nothing is beyond repair, Tim.
It's always just a matter of time. And money."

"Money we don't have, Christine. Money we'd
have to borrow. And I don't even know if I have the expertise
to—"

"Buy it for me, Tim. I really do like it. I'd
like to live in it." Tim said nothing. He stared incredulously at
her. Her face was a mask of pleading and insistence. And then, at
once, he knew what his answer would be, and why: Because he loved
her. And because she had asked.

"Yes," he said. He took his foot off the
brake, touched the accelerator. "For you, Christine."

"You will? Oh, thank you, Tim. Thank
you!"

He turned onto Briar Street, then onto
Selbourne Avenue. Within minutes, they were on the expressway and
heading for their apartment.

 



Chapter 2

Six months later

Marilyn Courtney
pushed at her husband's chest. "Okay," she said, "are you
finished?"

Brett Courtney rolled off her and onto his
back. "Yes," he sighed, "I'm finished." He inhaled deeply, let it
out slowly, and sat up on the twin bed. "It's cold in here,
Marilyn." He leaned over, picked his pajama bottoms up from the
floor, stood, put them on. "What have you got the thermostat set
at, anyway?"

"Sixty-eight."

"I've told you time and again,
Marilyn—seventy-two."

She pushed herself up to a sitting position.
"You want me to go downstairs and change it? Is that what YOU
want?"

"No. Forget it." He went to his bed. "It can
wait." He lay down. "Turn the light off, would you?"

She turned the light off. "I will
change it if you want, Brett."

"I said forget it; it's all right."

"I mean, if you're cold. . . ."

"Oh, luck." A sigh. "If you want to change
it, change it. I don't care."

"Jesus, aren't you in a good
mood!"

Brett said nothing.

"Did you know we got some new neighbors
today?" Silence.

"Right next door, number twenty-six."

"That shit hole?" Brett grunted.

"Oh, it's not so bad now. The husband's been
working on it since June."

"I hadn't noticed."

"Uh-huh," Marilyn said. "Anyway, this young
couple moved in today. And the wife—very pretty little thing; you
know the type: blonde hair, blue eyes, looks like a Breck
girl—well, it turns out she's a cripple."

"A cripple?"

"Uh-huh, wheelchair and everything. Really a
pity. I mean, can you imagine—?"

"No, I can't," Brett cut in, "and I'd prefer
not to."

"I was just going to say, can you imagine
what a burden she must be on her husband?"

She waited. Brett said nothing.

"I knew something was up when I saw him
building that ramp," she said.

"Ramp?"

"Next to their front porch. Haven't you seen
it? My God, Brett, don't you care what goes on in this
neighborhood?"

Not really."

"I thought so. Anyway, I saw him building
that ramp and I said to myself, 'Now, what's he building that for?
That looks like hell.' And then it occurred to me that the
handicapped use ramps like that, and I just knew that somebody in
his family was handicapped, and who does it turn out to be but his
wife. Can you imagine it, Brett? I'm sure you've seen this
man—"

"No, I haven't."

"Well, he was working on that house every
chance he got. God knows it needed it. I don't see how you could
have missed him. Great big guy, must be six-five if he's an inch,
and not bad-looking, either, in a Neanderthal sort of way. And when
I saw that poor wife of his, I said to myself, 'What a pity that he
got hooked up with her,' because it really did look like she'd been
in the wheelchair a long, long time, if you know what I mean."

"No." Then, resignedly: "Tell me."

"Well, it looked like it was part of her,
like she was comfortable with it, and he looked like he'd been
pushing it a long time, too."

"That's crap, Marilyn."

"Brett, I know these things, these subtle
little things. If you'd take more of an interest in people, you'd
know what I'm talking about."

"I suppose." He was tired.

"And I've seen her before, too."

"Seen who?" He knew who; it was his way of
telling her to be quiet.

"That crippled woman. I don't remember where,
exactly, but I have seen her before."

"Of course you have, Marilyn. You said her
husband's been working on that house for six months."

"No, I mean before that. And today's the
first time she's come to that house, anyway. I know
that."

"I'm sure you do. Other women watch soap
operas; you stand at the windows."

"That's unkind, Brett."

He sighed. "I know it. I'm sorry. Now,
please, can we go to sleep?"

"And another thing: He wouldn't have built
that ramp unless that wheelchair was a long-term thing. So, you
see, she isn't in it temporarily because of some accident; she's in
it for good. Poor thing."

"Marilyn, I'm tired. Can we please go to
sleep?"

She rolled over suddenly and faced the
window. The drapes were parted slightly; she could see the Bonnets'
house. "They're still up," she said.

Silence.

"They've got a light on, Brett. They're still
up. Real night owls, aren't they?"

Silence. She
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