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Chapter 1

The yellow Shades
County school bus dropped Peggy Connelly and two other
second-graders off at the corner and Peggy walked the rest of the
way atop the low stone wall that separated the Connelly property
from the street, taking care not to scuff her good school shoes. A
tall, young man was digging in the front yard and Peggy paused for
a few moments near the white gate in the wall. Peggy didn't
particularly like Randle and avoided him whenever possible, but she
couldn't resist a freshly dug hole, so she hopped down and walked
through the scattered leaves to where he was working.

"What is that going to be?" Peggy asked.

Without looking around, Harry Randle unloaded
a shovelful of dirt very close to her new shoes, but Peggy was
ready for that and she didn't flinch. Instead she looked up at him
in her peculiarly rapt and courteous way, willing as always to
respond to any indication of goodwill.

Randle leaned his shovel against a
wrought-iron signpost and wiped his perspiring forehead with the
back of one hand. He smiled then, not really looking at her.

"It's for your dead cat," he said.

"I don't have a dead cat."

"I wouldn't be that sure."

"I'm sure; I don't. Do you mean Satch?"

Harry Randle didn't reply. He wasn't much
older than some of the high school boys, as far as Peggy could
tell, but he was a lot meaner. His remarks about her cat, even
though she knew better than to believe him, worried her, so she
looked here and there in the yard, hoping to find Satch in the best
of health. Then she glanced toward the street, where Dr. Britton's
station wagon was parked. She saw two wrapped evergreen shrubs in
the back.

"That's what you're doing," Peggy
said. "You're digging holes for the plants."

Randle lifted his shovel and jabbed it
casually into the ground a few times, still smiling. "Dead cat
makes good plant food, makes 'em grow."

"You're a faker. You wouldn't touch
Satch."

"Better make sure he doesn't come around me
again," Randle said seriously. "I almost got him last time." He
lashed out with his shovel, smacking the flat blade against the
ground. "Ha!"

Peggy edged closer to the hole, peered
inside. Satisfied that it was empty, she started toward the house.
Harry Randle was one of the doctor's regular hands on his farm, but
he came over to the Connellys' once a week to do yard work and
other chores Helen Connelly couldn't do herself. Peggy had long ago
given up trying to be friends with Randle. Apparently he just
didn't like little girls, something new in her experience.

Near the porch Peggy became aware that Randle
was quietly following her and she turned quickly, frowning, but he
wasn't up to anything.

"What are you jumping for?" he said, enjoying
her discomfort. "As long as you're going inside, tell Dr. Britton I
have to walk down to the Texaco station and pick up my car. I'll be
back in a few minutes."

"OK," Peggy said, and she walked on
unhurriedly to the glassed-in front porch of the two-story frame
house. Her mother kept a few items on the porch—unwieldy spinning
wheels and cider presses and occasionally a full-size wood-burning
stove—but the porch wasn't cluttered. Unlike a lot of the antique
dealers in The Shades, Helen Connelly had a real shop, not just a
junk emporium. She also had steady clients from St. Louis and
Kansas City, and places as far west as Oklahoma. Some decorators
came as often as six times a year looking for rare buys, and
although good antiques were becoming scarce in that part of the
country, Helen had excellent contacts and was usually able to
satisfy requests.

The foyer, living room and what had been a
sun porch on the north side of the house were now filled with
antiques. Peggy walked through the foyer—passing two display cases
containing irresistible pieces of jewelry which she sometimes was
allowed to touch, under supervision—dropped her school things on
the stairway and entered the kitchen, which took up most of the
rear of the first floor. Her mother was there, having coffee with
Elsa and Andrew Britton.

"I hope it's going to turn cold
tonight," Peggy said. "I'm tired of this hot weather." She began
rummaging in the breadbox.

"I'm frying doughnuts here, 'less you're too
impatient," said Brenda, the cook.

"I thought you had some fried already."

"A little cool weather and we won't be able
to stir the tourists with a stick," Elsa Britton remarked
sadly.

"We need a big fall tourist season," Dr.
Britton said. "The rain this summer hurt more people than I can
think of offhand."

Helen sugared her coffee and watched as Peggy
stood on tiptoe to reach a carton of milk in the refrigerator.
"Andy, have you heard any more about that plan to put a ski lift on
Ben Lomond Mountain?"

"Ski lift!" old Elsa snorted. "What are they
going to ski on? We don't have that much snow around here."

"Supposedly the people who build the ski lift
will use a snow-making machine to keep the slopes covered."

"I know it's mostly St. Louis money," Andrew
Britton said thoughtfully. "Same people who own that big resort on
the Lake of the Ozarks. Hardly any hills at all up that way, and
they've got a ski lift now."

"Well, they'll ruin the mountain," Elsa said,
with a shake of her head. "Like that real estate outfit which got
hold of Blue Eye Knob ruined it."

"I don't know," Helen murmured. "Most of the
people who live up there are year-around, and that's fine for the
town."

"The Shades was doing all right twenty years
ago," Elsa replied, more pointedly than necessary.

"Before all the year-arounders moved
in. Next thing, we'll have trailer parks and bowling alleys and
teenage gangs running wild just like over at Table Rock two summers
ago." She glared at her husband. "Somebody has to draw the line, or
that's exactly what will happen. Ski lift! We've already got
too many so-called artists around. Folk singers!"

"Them doughnuts is still hot, Peggy; don't
cry to me when you burn your mouth."

"I don't think we're going to grow too fast,"
Dr. Britton objected. "Actually, with all we've got to offer here
it's a wonder we haven't been overrun." He stretched and moved his
chair around to be in the sun that came through the open back door.
He was a short, muscular man of sixty-five who had lived in The
Shades since the late nineteen twenties, a time when the valley and
the surrounding mountains and ridges were almost inaccessible to
all but the most dedicated sportsmen—and alcohol tax agents. "Long
as people hold on to their property and don't let themselves get
tempted by get-rich-quick promoters, we'll be all right. As for the
artists, they're even more particular than the rest of us. They
came here for the privacy and the natural beauty of the place, and
they don't want to see it change either."

"Peggy, don't eat standing up," Helen said to
her daughter.

"Dr. Britton, do you have any bees in your
car?"

The doctor smiled. "Matter of fact, I picked
up a shipment of bees, with queen, at the post office this
afternoon—"

"How many?"

"I'd say there should be about fifteen
thousand in the hive this time of the year."

Peggy sat down beside her mother and looked
at him, enraptured. "What are you going to do with so many
bees?"

"I'm going to train some of them."

Peggy was puzzled by the concept of trained
bees. "Can I watch?"

"Sure, come over any time."

"Bees, Andy?" Helen said doubtfully.

"Perfectly safe," he assured her.

"What about that boy in Springfield who died
from a bee sting this summer?"

"He was probably hypoallergic."

Peggy nodded thoughtfully. "Did you ever get
stung?"

"Plenty of times."

"You'd better train the new bees not to bite,
then," she advised him.

The telephone in the hall rang.

"That's Rosalind!" Peggy said.

"What'll I tell her?" Helen asked over one
shoulder as she left the kitchen to answer the phone.

"Oh, tell her I'll be delayed."

"Right," Helen said. She frowned at the
school things piled on the stairs and picked up the receiver of the
telephone, which was sitting on a meticulously refinished Sheraton
table at the entrance to the living room.

"Auntie Helen?"

She was looking through the glass to the
right of the door, looking beyond the porch at the yard, where
Randle had left his shovel leaning against the sign that read
"HELEN CONNELLY—ANTIQUES," and at first she wasn't certain just
what she'd heard.

"Yes . . . hello? Is that you, Rosalind?"

"Auntie Helen . . ." She frowned; not a
girl's voice. "Auntie Helen, I missed the school bus. Will you come
get me?"

Wrong number, she thought. "Who is
this?"

"It's Michael, Auntie Helen."

"What?"

"It's Michael."

Helen said nothing at all.

"Are you coming?"

"Just . . . a minute. Now, who is this?" But
the connection was broken before she finished.

For several moments she continued to hold the
receiver, her eyes fixed on the yard, on the street. A couple of
kids went by on bicycles. Far away the ridges were a mass of yellow
leaves, ripe for a stunning autumn show. The sky was blue and
filled with lumbering clouds, and the sun blazed long shadows
everywhere.

"OK," she said, half to herself, then
replaced the receiver and went back to the kitchen.

"Did you tell Rosalind?"

"It wasn't Rosalind, sweetie." She sat down
and stared at her half-empty coffee cup, then out the back
door.

"You don't look too happy, Helen," Dr.
Britton said.

"I just had a—" Her expression froze and she
glanced quickly at her daughter, who apparently wasn't listening,
but she went on in a more cautious tone of voice. "You know, one of
those calls."

"Crank call?"

"Ah!" Elsa said, darkly, as if she were still
thinking of artists and folk singers.

"No— I mean, that's not it exactly, Andy. I
suppose it was just some sort of juvenile prank. It was a boy—about
ten years old, I guess."

"What did he say to you?" Elsa demanded.

"He said—" Helen's mouth twisted in a
bemused, half-sheepish way. "He said he wanted to be picked up. He
was down at the school and he'd missed his bus, and he wanted
me—"

"Is that all?" Elsa seemed disappointed. "You
looked snakebit."

"In a way it was . . . cruel, because he,
whoever that was, said he was Michael."

"Michael?" Dr. Britton repeated, and Brenda
looked up from the stove.

"Michael."

Peggy finished her doughnut in the silence
that followed, and glanced inquiringly at their faces. Dr. Britton
smiled.

"Show you those bees now, honey?"

"I have to change my clothes," Peggy said,
with a side glance at her mother, who nodded.

"Sugar on the mouth, Peg," she said
absently.

Peggy swiped at her face with a napkin and
took off, then remembered not to run and continued up the stairs
two high steps at a time.

"Kind of an unlikely thing for a kid to do,"
Dr. Britton said when Peggy was out of hearing. "Calling up,
pretending to be Michael. How many nine-or ten-year-old kids have
heard of Michael Young?"

"I don't know," Helen said, and lighted a
cigarette for herself.

"Well . . ." Elsa drawled, dismissing the
matter. "Now that he's had his fun, no sense for you to be
worried."

"I'm not worried." She smiled quickly,
showing a dimple that in another woman of forty-five might have
seemed frivolous. "But the strange thing— I just can't get it out
of my mind—he called me 'Auntie Helen.' Nobody's ever called me
that. Except Michael Young." She looked at them, perplexed. "Don't
you think that's awfully strange?"

"Oh, now," Elsa said.

"I wonder why he did that?"

"Ask him when he calls again," Dr. Britton
suggested, and fat Brenda, busy at her stove, cackled like a
fiend.

 



Chapter 2

Like ninety percent
of the people who lived in The Shades, Helen Connelly was not a
native of the area. Neither was she a "year-arounder," which was
Elsa Britton's term for all recent settlers who were attracted by
the carefully preserved wilderness and by the lively artists'
colony. Helen had been a Chicagoan and a debutante, and at twenty
she'd had a West Point chapel wedding. Not quite a year later, her
husband, who was the number-three man in his class, died aboard a
torpedoed troop ship bound for North Africa.

She had spent the wartime years in Washington
and the years immediately following in New York, working at a
succession of "interesting" and "challenging" jobs and it was a
puzzle to her family and friends why she didn't remarry. To her
earnest suitors she gave the easy and the obvious answer. One of
them, however, saw her emotional situation a little more clearly,
and presumed to discuss it with her.

"You had it good with Ben and that was a
damned lucky thing, because at that age it usually doesn't work for
more than a few months, if at all—and believe me, I know, I was
married myself then. It was, let's say, a perfect marriage, which
is another way of saying a perfect mating; good sex keeps otherwise
horrible marriages going longer than they have any right to. And
fortunately—or was it so fortunate?—the marriage never suffered for
any of the usual reasons, because it didn't last long enough. The
day he died you loved him as much or more than when you married
him. So now you're getting close to thirty and there's not another
Ben in sight and never will be, and any marriage you might make is
going to be subject to the usual stresses and discomforts: it will
take a certain amount of work to make a new marriage livable no
matter how good a guy you choose. And you can't face that. You
can't face the prospect of years, and inevitable disappointments.
You're in a fix, Helen, and I'm sorry for you."

And she had said simply, "I can't face not
being in love the only way I know how to be," and that had sounded
right to her. Months had passed before she began to doubt her
reasoning, to attack her complacency and the carefully wrought
illusions that had kept her alive and functioning for so long. In
her mind she had preserved the precious, irreplaceable marriage in
infinite detail, as if he might return at any moment. Was it wrong
to cling to that beautiful year, was it cowardly? He will not
come back, she told herself boldly. But she knew that, she knew
it . . . and quite abruptly one winter afternoon she realized the
truth, with a feeling of suffocation, of horror.

The phantom marriage she had preserved
innocently, with devotion, was close to destroying her. It had
become all the reality she needed to live on. There were moments
when it seemed that if she concentrated long enough, then the year
of her marriage would become a living thing, and all the years she
had endured with bravery and dedication since Ben's death would
fall from the galaxy of time; they would no longer exist.

She knew that this dislocation was the
beginning of a severe nervous breakdown, perhaps a permanent
breakdown, and she had no will to resist it. At least it would be a
sweet form of insanity, a through-the-looking-glass escape from the
inevitability of a wretched old age.

But her escape had
been in a totally different direction; less than a week after
discovering that she'd had only a tenuous contact with reality for
much too long, she found herself, unwillingly, in The Shades, a
place she'd never heard of, found herself involved in trouble that
demanded all her time and strength. The months that followed had
been harrowing, but through plain neglect the one-and-only marriage
had dwindled to a proper distance in her thoughts, and after that,
falling in love had been easy and natural. First she fell in love
with The Shades itself, and then, much later, with Ed Connelly.

They were driving
back from the post office in the village of The Shades when Peggy
said, "Who's Michael, Mother?"

Helen was used to questions out of nowhere
but she was sure she looked a little surprised at this one because
Peggy said patiently, "The boy who called you a little while
ago."

"Oh." Helen stopped at the state highway
intersection, then continued on up White Church Road. "I don't
really know who that was, Peggy; some little boy who should have
better things to do than annoy people over the telephone."

"But you said it was Michael. Michael
who?"

Helen hesitated, then explained with a smile,
"Michael was your cousin Craig's brother, honey, but he died a long
time ago. Before you were born. Cousin Craig was only eleven years
old then."

"What happened to Michael?"

"He ran—ran away from home often, and the
last time he ran away he got lost in a blizzard."

"Didn't anybody ever find him?"

"Yes, but it was weeks and weeks afterward."
Helen pulled up in front of the house, parked her ranch wagon on
the asphalt pavement which she'd provided for her customers and
took the key out of the ignition. "So you see that wasn't
Michael—my nephew Michael—on the telephone today. It was someone
pretending to be." Helen was prepared for a thornier job of
explaining but Peggy confounded her by dropping the subject.

"If Fletcher Ames finds a skunk and if he
gives me the skunk, can I keep him?"

"No, I don't think so. Skunks aren't very
good pets."

"Could I have a kitten?"

"I doubt if Satch would tolerate a rival
around the place."

"Oh, Satch," Peggy said disparagingly. "He's
not a very good pet. And he runs away often."

"That he does. Don't you run away.
Brenda's going to have supper ready a little early this
evening."

On weekdays during the fall season it was
unusual for more than a dozen people to stop and browse and, as a
rule, Helen closed her shop after two o'clock. But on this
afternoon she had a late appointment with an old customer who
collected milk glass, and while Helen was entertaining her, a car
from Illinois pulled up and several elderly tourists asked if they
could look around. They stayed until past dark and bought nothing,
which was no surprise. Meanwhile Helen received two long-distance
telephone calls, one from a decorator in Kansas City who
desperately needed a blue-and-white oval hooked rug; the
other call was from an undertaker's assistant in Steeleville who
told her that an old and almost penniless spinster had died that
afternoon in the community, leaving a houseful of gorgeous antique
pieces which more than likely would be auctioned off as soon as the
heirs could arrange it.

Helen hated this part of the business, but to
stay in business at all she needed such informers. She questioned
the mortician at length. He had been in the house, of course, and
he was able to give her enough detail about the furniture to
convince her that it was worthwhile making a bid for the lot. While
the Illinois tourists wandered around complaining about high prices
("I can remember when them pitchers was so common you
couldn't give 'em away!"), Helen did some hasty figuring in her
small office just off the foyer. It was after banking hours in St.
Louis, but she contacted a vice president of the Brentwood Bank
with whom she was on friendly terms and found out how much she
could borrow. Then she made one last call, to a lawyer in Salem,
who would handle the transaction for her. The lawyer advised Helen
that he knew the heirs, and he was morally certain that any of them
Hustings would hunt wild pig with a hoe handle for the amount of
money Helen was prepared to offer. So that was that. Helen made a
note to send the mortician a money order for twenty dollars, washed
her hands in the lavatory under the stairs and went happily to
supper, which Brenda had been keeping hot for the past ten
minutes.

Peggy was making a mound of her turnips to
one side of her plate and discussing the ramifications of her
latest falling out with Rosalind, who was Peggy's best friend when
she wasn't being such a terrible baby, when the telephone rang
again. Helen went to answer, noticing that it seemed colder in the
house, as if the temperature outside was plunging.

"Hello?"

"Auntie Helen?"

Oh, God, she thought involuntarily,
wincing, but she gained control of herself and said sharply, "I
don't know why you think this is funny, but I'm not impressed and I
want you to stop calling here. Do you understand?"

"Auntie Helen, why didn't you pick me up?"
the voice said plaintively.

"Now, listen—"

"It's dark, and I can't walk home. My
mother's going to be mad—"

"Who is this?"

There was no reply, but Helen heard a kind of
sighing on the line that caused the skin of her forearms to tighten
until she tentatively identified the sound as wind. She glanced
outside and saw leaves flying through the nimbus of light from the
lantern outside her gate.

"Please come," the boy said, and he sounded
subdued, doleful. "What's wrong, Auntie Helen? Are you mad at
me?"

"I'm not—" she started to say, but the
connection was broken suddenly, as it had been earlier that day.
Helen rubbed her forehead with her index finger, listening as if
she half expected to hear the voice again despite the steady and
familiar signal on the line; she put the receiver down
unnecessarily hard.

"Now I'm getting mad," she said aloud,
confirming it for herself, and Peggy called from the kitchen.

"Who was that, Mother?"

"A spook," Helen muttered, stopping to make
an adjustment of the thermostat before she entered the kitchen.
"Baby, are you warm enough in that sweater?"

"Yes," Peggy said. "What spook?"

Helen went to the stove to pour more coffee
for herself. "That's just an expression. By spook I mean . . . a
child who gets on people's nerves."

"Like Rosalind."

"Not like Rosalind. Rosalind's just— She
doesn't mean to be a— Maybe we'd better skip it." Helen looked
significantly at the pristine mound of turnips on Peggy's
plate.

"I guess I wasn't in the mood for turnips,"
Peggy said with an analytical frown. "Like Michael?"

"What?"

"Was the spook you were talking to like
Michael?"

"As a matter of fact it was. . . . The
turnips tasted a little strong, didn't they?"

Peggy nodded. "It wasn't Brenda's fault,
though."

"How about some blackberry cobbler?"

"Yes!"

"I'll dish up the cobbler while you carry
your plate to the sink and wash it."

"Do you want me to carry your plate too?"
Helen looked at her unfinished dinner.

"Might as well," she said glumly.

Peggy got up, cleaned her plate at the sink,
then returned and put an arm commiseratingly around her mother's
shoulders. "Whoever that is calling," she said with great severity,
"I just wish he'd stop!"

"Oh, baby. It isn't anything, really. Don't
you worry about it."

Helen was aware,
however, that she had already communicated a good part of her
irritation with the young prankster, and so she tried hard during
the next two hours to divert Peggy and keep her mind off the
telephone calls, off "Michael"—if indeed Peggy was thinking about
him at all. Helen didn't know and considered it unwise to ask.

Twice before eight
o'clock the telephone rang; each time she tightened up and
struggled with feelings of dismay and anger before answering. But
neither of the callers was "Michael."

Peggy went to bed a little later than usual,
and for an hour afterward she was restless because of the
pane-rattling, frost-bringing wind that roared through the narrows
of the valley and poured leaves upon their roof. Once her daughter
had settled down for good, Helen holed up in the office nook which
she had outfitted with a rolltop desk and gradually, over the
years, crammed with all the treasures she had found it impossible
to part with. There were three baroque lamps rewired for
electricity, an assortment of candelabra, a wall of miniature
paintings, bronze busts of children, inkwells, glass paperweights,
many photographs of glassy-eyed Victorians, a petit-point footrest
and a framed autograph of Franklin Pierce. There were also stacks
of fragrant, crumbling leatherbound books. All the objects seemed
to share a comfortable, if down-at-the-heels immortality, and Helen
found this atmosphere soothing whenever she found herself in
difficulty with the monthly accounts.

About eleven the phone rang again, startling
her. She had been absorbed in an expensive, beautifully
photographed study of antebellum Louisiana mansions which a friend
had loaned to her, and the wind had lulled her into a series of
yawns. Helen sat up straight, and a dark bust of a child caught her
eye.

"Time for all good little boys to be asleep,"
she said, looking again at the pendulum clock on the wall opposite
her desk to check the time. And she felt a little worried, not
because it might be the same boy calling again, but because she was
automatically assuming, whenever the telephone rang, that it was
him.

After all, he'd had his fun.

Yes, but, she thought, and hurried
across the foyer to lift the receiver before Peggy woke up.

She heard someone crying.

You've had your fun, Helen tried to
say, but she couldn't; her mouth had dried up.

He was weeping this time, heartbroken, and
his sobs shocked her because it wasn't a child playacting; she was
certain of that. He was terrified, helpless, alone.

"Auntie Helen—"

"Y-yes—"

"I'm . . . home . . . and there's . . .
nobody here."

"Oh, my God," Helen said quickly and harshly,
"don't keep this up. Whoever you are, please—"

"There's . . . nobody here. Where's my
mother?"

The wind outside, to which she had paid
little attention for the last hour, suddenly turned on the house
and thumped at the door. Helen fell back against the table,
trembling.

"Where's Craig? Where's my
brother?"

"Please," Helen whispered. "What are you
trying to do?"

He was weeping again. She put the receiver
down on the table and ran from it, into the kitchen. But the
blackness outside the windows was too forbidding; she couldn't stay
there. And it seemed she hadn't escaped him after all; she was
still trembling, still vulnerable, and pathetically frightened for
a mature woman who was sure that she knew a great deal about the
foibles of children.

Yes, real children. But this one is a
sadistic, depressing ogre.

When Helen felt she could breathe normally,
she returned to the foyer and picked up the receiver of the
telephone. She heard nothing this time except the sighing, the
tricky fade and rise of the wind, somewhere.

I'm going to be rid of you, she
thought. I'm going to stop you if it takes— "Hello," she
said, and paused. "You wanted to talk to me. That's a good idea. I
certainly want to talk to you." Again Helen paused. "I know you're
still there, so why don't you say something? How long do you
think—"

He screamed then, not in her ear but
seemingly from a distance, and Helen cringed.

"Michael!" she said, not meaning to.
"Mi—"

"I'm dead, aren't I? I'm dead, I'm
dead!"

She hung up instantly, and seconds later
tears formed in her eyes.

"Mother?" Peggy called from her room.

"Wha—what is it, Peg?"

"Who are you talking to?"

"I'm sorry if I woke you up. Please go back
to sleep. It was only . . . Reverend Bartlett. I was talking to him
on the phone."

"You sounded loud."

"Yes. I'm sorry, baby. Good night."

"Good night."

Loud enough to wake Peggy, she
thought, despairingly. Her heart still felt flogged and sore.
This thing is really getting to me, and I'm going to have to— It
wasn't Michael.

She looked up, startled by the denial that
had so abruptly crossed her mind.

Of course it wasn't Michael, and I'm not
haunted.

But I could use someone to talk to,
Helen admitted bleakly, and reached for a brass box of cigarettes
on the table beside the telephone.

While she was dialing she felt as if she
might be surrendering something valuable of herself, surrendering
self-reliance perhaps. She and Peggy had lived in their house,
alone, since the death of Ed Connelly, and not once during those
years had she given in to the need to call someone during a
particularly lonely and difficult evening, to invite company. But
this time—

Morning seemed a long way off, and she was
too disturbed by the calls from "Michael" to wait that long to
discuss them with a friend.

"Craig? I hate to bother you this time of
night, but . . . You're not? Good. I'm afraid I have a—an odd sort
of thing has happened here tonight and . . . Could you? Oh, I'd
appreciate . . . No, don't come barreling down that road; it's not
all that urgent."

Helen was surprised to feel considerably
relieved after saying good-bye to her nephew. To hell with all
that self-reliance, she thought cheerfully, and went into the
kitchen to make coffee.

Craig Young was twenty-eight, which is not
extremely youthful for a practicing psychologist, and many men have
begun to mature strikingly near thirty, but to Craig's occasional
chagrin he still looked very much like a college freshman. He was
quite tall, over six feet four inches tall, and well-knit—in fact,
he'd played excellent college basketball—but because he was mostly
lengths and angles, he looked at a glance to be badly constructed,
and therefore seemed ungraceful. Except for fuzz, most of the hair
was gone from the front of his head, but a good many college boys
these days are going bald. He had cultivated a moustache, which was
sandy and incongruous. He smoked a pipe and was uncomfortable with
it. Perhaps this mild self-consciousness had prompted him to accept
a position at the nearby Greenleaf School, a semi-institution for
difficult boys up to twelve years of age, instead of at a hospital
or a university. Or perhaps, having grown up in The Shades, he
loved the area too much to stay away for long.

"Whoever the boy is," Craig said, after
pouring his third cup of coffee, "it's obvious that he knows a lot
about Michael, and about us."

"Too much."

"I suppose some of the people around here
still talk about my mother, and Michael. Any impressionable kid has
fantasies of running away and dying in a—well, in a romantic way
far from home, so it's reasonable to assume your caller has let the
whole story of the Youngs get the best of him."

"He's more than just an ordinary
impressionable boy. He's fantastic, Craig."

"How do you mean?"

"He's convinced that he is Michael.
Because what I heard over the telephone wasn't make-believe. He
wasn't acting. Everything he said was pathetically real. And the
way he sobbed!" Helen shook her head. "I wish I could remember the
quality of Michael's voice . . ."

Craig tilted his chair back and smiled
skeptically. "All ten-year-old boys tend to sound alike on the
telephone. You're not hinting we have a ghost on our hands, are
you?"

"He called me Auntie
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