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Chapter
 1



THE SOUNDS BOTHERED MEG MOST. CALLING THEM auditory hallucinations helped a littlea phenomenon is less alarming when it has a proper, technical name. Meg had always thought of hallucinations as something one saw. She had those too, but for some illogical reason it was easier for her to accept visual illusions as nonreal than to ignore the hallucinatory sounds. When you were concentrating on typing a letter, and a voice said something in your ear, it was impossible not to be distracted.

The problem was hard to explain, and Meg wasnt doing a good job of explaining. But then it had always been difficult to explain anything to Sylvia. Sylvia knew all the answers.

Meg tried again.


The dictaphone was absolutely impossible. I couldnt hear what Mr. Phillips had said. Voices kept mumbling, drowning out his voice. Once the whole Mormon Tabernacle Choir cut out the second paragraph of a very important memo.

She smiled as she spoke. It sounded funny now, but at the time it had not been at all amusing.

Sylvia didnt smile. The Mormon Tabernacle Choir? Why them?

Meg shrugged helplessly. No reason. Thats the point; they are meaningless hallucinations. The doctor says theyll go away eventually, but in the meantime. Mr. Phillips was very nice about it, he said hed try to find an opening for me when Im ready to work again, but I couldnt expect him to keep me on. I had to listen to some of those tapes three times before I got the message clear, and there was always the chance Id miss something important. And Id already used up all my sick leave. Three weeks in the hospital

You should be thankful you werent killed, said Sylvia. To think they never caught the man who was driving the car! New York is an absolute jungle. I dont know how you can stand living here. May I have another cup of tea?

Meg poured, biting back an irritated retort. She couldnt afford to offend Sylvia, especially now, when she was about to ask a favor, but the clichs that were Sylvias sole means of communication had never annoyed her more. Why should she be thankful she hadnt been killed? She might just as well be thankful she didnt have leprosy, or seven-year itch; or thank God because she had not been born with two heads. It was just as reasonable, and a lot more human, to feel vexation instead of gratitude. Why me, God? The old question, to which there was never any answer. Why did it have to be me in the path of that fool driver; why did I have to land on my head instead of some less vulnerable part of my anatomy; and why, oh, why, God, did I have to have these exotic symptoms instead of a nice simple concussion? Why do I have to be the poor relation, with no savings to fall back on, while Sylvia

Sylvias close-set gray eyes were intent on the teapot. Such a nice piece of silver, she murmured.

The tea set was the only valuable thing Meg ownedthe only family heirloom her parents had left her. The rest of the apartment was furnished with leftovers and makeshiftscolorful posters instead of paintings, remnants turned into curtains and patchwork cushions, secondhand furniture painted and refinished by Meg herself. It was attractive, because Meg was accustomed to making do, but it was not at all the ambience to which Sylvia was accustomed. And trust Sylvia to pick out the only object of value in the place! She had the old acquisitive gleam in her eyes; it was the only emotion that ever warmed their coldness.

Sylvias left hand was half buried in the luxurious softness of the sable cape that lay beside her on the couch. She had refused Megs offer to hang it up; and indeed, the thought of that smoky elegance hanging between Megs worn trenchcoat and six-year-old fake leopard was rather incongruous.

As she had so often done, Meg studied her second cousin once removed with incredulity. How had Sylvia done it? Three husbands, all wealthy men, one of them a multimillionaire. If Sylvia had been the conventional sexpot, svelte and blond and heavy-eyed, it wouldnt have been so hard to understand. But Sylvia looked like the kind of woman who walked the aisles of the supermarket with a little hand computer, ticking off the prices as she filled her shopping cart. Her hair was nicely tended, but frankly gray; the sables and the expensive suit didnt conceal the dumpiness of her figure. Sylvia wore glassespale-blue frames with little rhinestones set in them. As she bent over the plate on which Meg had arranged a few cookies, Meg watched her curiously, seeking somethingsome warmth of kindness or flicker of witand found nothing. With a sigh, she gave it up. Sylvia had her good points, but none of them seemed likely to attract a man, much less a millionaire. They were points that might be useful to an indigent relative, however.

Manhattan isnt the best place in the world to live in, she said. In fact, the doctors say its a bad place for me just now. Apparently thisthis condition will clear up more quickly if I have rest and quiet.


You wont get it here, Sylvia said complacently. The noise level is enough to send anybody off her rocker.

I need your help, Meg said abruptly. I hate to ask you, Sylvia

Naturally you do, Sylvia said, looking up. Her plain, lined face was relaxed, and Meg knew her comment referred to the first part of the appeal, not to the second. If Sylvia was without imagination, she was equally without malice.

Ive been thinking what would be best, Sylvia went on. I dont suppose the doctor gave you any idea how long this will last? No, they never do, do they? Well. Six months, perhaps? Yes, I should think six months would do it.

She reached for another cookie, and then glanced at Meg, as the latter sank back in her chair with an audible gasp.

Youre white as a sheet, she said critically. You always were too thin; of course youre not tall, but you ought to carry more flesh than you do. I suppose you lost weight while you were in the hospital. Have a cookie. Sugar gives you quick energy.

Meg laughed and obeyed. The laughter was a little shaky, and so was her hand as she reached for the plate. She had known she could count on Sylvia, but. After all, the relationship was a distant one, and Sylvia didnt owe her a thing. It is not pleasant at the age of twenty-three, to find oneself at the end of your rope with nothing to rely on except the charity of a second cousin once removed.

She smiled at Sylvia with genuine gratitude; but she couldnt help thinking that Sylvias generosity had been qualified. Six months. On what basis, she wondered, had Sylvia decided that six months was long enough for recuperation from her unusual type of injury? But that wasnt the consideration. Six months was Sylvias usual term. She made a hobby of helping people who were in temporary difficulties; but the key word was temporary. Sylvia expected her protgs to solve their problems within a reasonable length of time. If they failed to shape up, Sylvia washed her hands of them; and she was the one who decided what was a reasonable length of time.

At this point in her silent soliloquy Meg felt ashamed of herself. Catty and ungrateful, thats what she was. One of the unfortunate by-products of her accident was a newborn cynicism; Meg disliked this trait, and fought it when she could. This was a good place to startwith Sylvia. She gave her cousin such a warm smile that Sylvia blinked behind her thick glasses.

Lets see, Sylvia said. You have that little annuity, dont you?

Its not really an annuity. Just the interest from the bonds Mother and Dad left me.

Could you get by on that if you didnt have to pay rent and utilities?

Why, I dont know


Then lets figure it out. Sylvia extracted a pen from her purse. It was a gold pen, of course. In her diminutive, precise hand, she began to make notes on the back of a napkin. You wont need to buy any clothes; you wont be doing any entertaining. Food isnt so expensive in the country.

Meg opened her mouth to ask the obvious question, and then decided to keep quiet. Sylvia had something in mind. There was no point interrupting her, because she wouldnt answer questions till she had finished what she was doing. It did not take her long.

I think thats it, she announced, studying her list with pleasure. Medical expenses are the only thing that might get out of hand. If they do, go to Brumbart, hes a local man, but quite good enough; have him send the bills to me. What about drugs? Are you taking tranquilizers? Well, try to cut down. I have no objection to them as temporary help, but you mustnt become dependent on drugs. Otherwise, you should be able to manage. If you cant. Well, let me know.

Love, Meg told herself; think Love. Dont think about Sylvias millions, and that petty, penny-pinching list she just made. Dont be annoyed because Sylvia knows the exact amount of your tiny income. Thats the sort of thing Sylvia would know. And her remarks about tranquilizers are reasonable. It isnt what Sylvia says, its the way she says it.


Im sure I can manage, Meg said, feeling the smile on her lips stiffen. But where

The Pennsylvania house.

I dont remember it.

Its the one George left me. My second.

Oh, yes. Megs smile held honest amusement now. George was the one who died, wasnt he?

Two of them died, Sylvia said calmly. Fredericmy firstwas the one who fell off the cliff. Ridiculous, for a man his age to be climbing rocks; but he was trying to show off for that actress. What was her name? Well, Ive forgotten, there were so many of them there that weekend. Actors and actresses, I mean. Frederic left me the house in Mainethat was where he fell off the cliffand the place in the Bahamas and the chteau. Georgemy secondleft me the Pennsylvania house and the properties in San Francisco and Paris and Rome. He had angina. It was very sudden. They brought him back to life once, but it didnt last.

Its hard for me to keep your husbands straight, Meg said.

Well, of course I had a more personal interest. Wilfred, my third, was the one who divorced me. I never could understand what he saw in that woman. Her hair looked like straw, my dear, it had been bleached so often. She didnt last long. Hes on his fourthor is it his fifth?

Im surprised you never married again, Sylvia. Its been five years, hasnt it?


Six, next month. Sylvias voice was expressionless, but for a moment something looked out of her pale-gray eyessomething that made Meg feel peculiar. I liked Wilfred, you see. Anyway, she added brightly, he gave me the London house and the one in Palm Beach; and, of course, a very generous settlement.

I dont know how you keep track of all your property.

Oh, I havent much else to do. I never went in for hobbies. Such a waste of time. Im doing quite well, with my investments and so forthso well that Ive almost decided to sell the Pennsylvania house to the local Historical Association. They wont pay much for it, but I can afford to be generous. George would have liked that; he was always so proud of that house.

But if you are going to sell it

Oh, I wont sell it for a while. Theres a lot that needs to be done first; thats why I thought it would be a good place for you, you know about antiques and that sort of thing. You see, the Culvers have been there for almost a year, and I just gave them their notice.

Meg felt sorry for the just-evicted Culvers. Obviously they had not shaped up. They must be unusually deserving cases to have induced Sylvia to extend her six-month deadline.

Hes an artist, Sylvia went on. A painter, I should say. Gifted, but hopelessly lazy. He hasnt finished a canvas for eight months. So I told them to leave. You can move into the house. I want you to fix it upyou know what I mean. There was some nice old furniture there, at least I thought it was nice, if old-fashioned. I moved the best of it up into the attic. No point in letting my tenants eat off genuine Chippendale, was there? Youll have to look at it, decide what should stay with the house and what should be sold. Maybe you can pick up a few more pieces at local antique shops; just enough to furnish the place in proper style, youll know what to do. When I sell it to the Historical Association I want it to be properly fixed up, with the right furniture and pictures and all.

Looking pleased with herself, she reached for the last cookie. Meg stared at her, more than a little confused. She wasnt sure she did know what Sylvia wanted her to do. Her knowledge of antiques was that of an amateur. Then she began to understand. In exchange for her room, she would have to perform some service, even if Sylvia had to invent a job to occupy her.

Ill do my best, she said. What period is the house? Colonial?

No, its a perfect monstrosity of a Victorian mansionGothic revival, I think they call it, with stained glass and the rest. I think its perfectly awful, but apparently that sort of thing is now considered amusing, and its an excellent example of its type.

Good heavens, Meg said, as the image took shape in her mind. It sounds overpowering. Are you sure it isnt haunted? I dont think I could stand living with a ghost just now.

Why should it be haunted? Sylvia asked reasonably.

I was joking.

Oh. Well, Ive never heard of any ghosts. Its a huge old place, youll simply rattle around in it, but the area is quite peaceful. Its in Berks County, out in the country, and there is a caretaker living in the guesthouse. God knows its quiet. The estate is almost twenty acres.

Twenty acres! Meg exclaimed. That land must be worth quite a bit of money today. Are you going to give all that to the

Her voice trailed off as she met Sylvias eyes. Sylvia wasnt looking guilty; no such thought ever disturbed Sylvias opinion of herself. But there was a certain complacency in Sylvias look, and Meg understood. Of course Sylvia wasnt going to give away twenty acres of property. The land would be sold to a developeror perhaps Sylvia planned to develop it herself. The house itself was too valuable to tear down and too big to be marketable. Sylvia would leave it hunched on a half acre of ground and sell it to the only institution that would buy it.

Meg fought another battle with envy and cynicism.

Sylvia, its very sweet of you to help me out. Ill do my best with the house. Thank you. On impulse she jumped up and went to Sylvia and kissed her on the cheek.

Sylvia sniffed. Lets get back to your budget.

By the time Sylvia left, Megs expenditures were mapped out down to the last stick of chewing gum and emery board. Sylvia had allowed for one cocktail a dayWhen youre alone and depressed, you must be careful about drinking too much.

Meg escorted her cousin to the door of the apartment and watched Sylvia march down the hall toward the elevator. She fancied that the aristocratic hairs of Sylvias cape flattened themselves, shrinking from any possible contact with the peeling, distempered walls. When the elevator door had closed she bolted her own dooran automatic gesture, after two years in Manhattanand went to the window.

Down in the street Sylvias long black Fleetwood sedan was drawn up at the curb, in flagrant disregard of the no parking sign. Her chauffeur stood beside it, alert for evil small boys. As Sylvia emerged from the building he leaped to attention and opened the car door. Sylvia gathered her cape about her and stooped, preparing to enter; at that moment a daring ray of sunshine penetrated the murk of the city skies and shone full on her hatless head. The gray hair flashed silver.

Watching from above, Megs lips curved upward, and a dimple, which had not often appeared in the last few months, popped out of hiding. She had a weakness for omens, and this was the first hopeful one she had seen for a long time. Sylvia was a guardian angel, albeit a reluctant one.

Reflected in the grimy windowpane, a dim image of Megs face stared back at hera pale, pointed face framed by a fringe of cropped brown hair. Luckily her hair grew fast; she had cut it all short when the shaved portion started to grow out, but it was still lusterless and unbecoming. The reflection didnt flatter her; she looked like a frightened child, her dark eyes too large for the thinness of her face. The eyes seemed to question

Id better make it, Meg thought, answering the silent query. Ive got to make it. Six months. Thats all the time I have.











Chapter
 2



FROM SYLVIAS DESCRIPTION MEG EXPECTED THE house to be a monstrosity, with every accouterment of the Victorian Gothic stylewooden gingerbread, pseudo half-timbering, brackets, and stained glass. The first view of the house was a pleasant surprise. It had individuality and a certain dignity.

Standing on a low rise surrounded by trees, it was not as large as she had anticipated. Built of stoneblue marble and limestoneit had three stories, plus an attic level indicated by queer little gabled windows. It reminded her of a small German Schloss, the comfortable provincial castle of a petty baron or count. A wide veranda supported by heavy wooden pillars covered the front of the house. Chimneys sprouted over the roof, and at the back was a square stone tower, with balconies and attractive round-arched triple windows. The tower had a gabled roof; the gables ended, as did those of the house itself, in wrought-iron finials. Some of the windows were leaded, others contained the expected stained glass. Even on a bleak winter day it would not have looked forbidding; it was a toy castle, and on that brilliant autumn afternoon, surrounded by copper-shaded trees, it had a distinctly frivolous air.

As the taxi followed the long, curving drive, through wide green lawns, Megs spirits rose. The lawn needed mowing and the shrubbery was overgrown, but the effect was one of carefree charm rather than neglect. Weeping willows swept green skirts across the grass, and the great oak near the house was a patriarch of its kind.

In her exuberance Meg tipped the taxi driver generously, and he helped her carry her luggage to the veranda. Most of her belongings had been sent ahead. Sylvia had promised the caretaker would see to everything, and sure enough, when Meg peered through the glass panels that flanked the front door she saw that the hall was piled with boxes.

The driver offered to wait while she went through the house, but Meg smilingly refused. For some reason she wanted to be alone when she stepped across the threshold. She could not imagine being afraid here, it was too quiet, too pastoral. She watched the taxi drive off, observing other treasuresa summer house in a clump of beeches, an iron deer peering out from behind an untrimmed mass of spirea. Then she reached into her purse for the keys Sylvia had given her, and with a ceremonious air inserted them into the locks. There was an old, heavy iron key that fitted the original lock, and a Yale key for the new lock. They functioned without a hitch; when she pushed on the door it swung smoothly open. Meg smiled to herself. Not even a creak of Gothic hinges. Another good omen.

She was about to enter the house when a voice hailed her. With an unreasonable feeling of irritation she turned to see a man coming toward her across the lawn. He walked with a slow slouch that increased her annoyance, while it gave her time to pin down the elusive flash of memory his appearance had provoked. It had brought a mlange of impressions: mud and rocks and closed-in dark places.

Although she had never visited this house, Meg had met the man to whom it had belongedSylvias second husband. She had once spent a month with Sylvia in California while her parents were on vacation. She remembered George Brenner vaguely, as a silent, smiling man who seemed unaccountably devoted to his brisk wife. And he had had a son.

Mud and stones and dark, closed-in places. Meg winced as other memories of that horrible month returned. Surely Andy Brenner had been the nastiest, meanest little boy of his generation! Meg had been eight that summer; Andy was a few years older, old enough to be ingenious and young enough to revel in practical jokes perpetrated on the weaker sex. He had locked her in closets and sheds. He had tricked her into bogs that spoiled her shoes and her pretty summer dresses. He had thrownno, not rocks, one must be fair; but those hard green apples had felt like rocks against her skinny little legs. When she sat down in chairs, hideous noises broke out; when she opened doors, things fell on her head. She had awakened one morning to find herself imprisoned in a cord cage; heavy twine had been wound intricately around the four posters that supported the bed canopy, and she had wailed until Sylvia had freed her. (Sylvia had not cut the cord; that was wasteful. It had taken fifteen minutes to unwind it, so ingeniously had Andy created his giant cats cradle.) Sylvia had been annoyed, but her anger had been impartially divided between the two children. You ask for it, she had told Meg. He wouldnt pick on you if youd fight back. Excellent advice, if she had been able to follow it.

Megs eyes narrowed in nostalgic fury as the ambling figure came close enough to be definitely identified. Andy hadnt changed much, except to add two or three feet to his height. The same shaggy mop of reddish-brown hair, the same snub nose and oversized ears, the same lean, wiry body that had revealed unexpected and painful strength when he practiced jujitsu holds on her. No wonder Sylvia hadnt mentioned the name of her caretaker!

On second thought, Meg decided she was giving Sylvia credit for too much sensitivity. Sylvia hadnt mentioned Andy because she considered his identity unimportant. And as Andy came up the veranda steps, smiling tentatively, Meg felt a twinge of compassion. To give the man a caretakers job on the estate that had been his fathers, and that ought to have been his, was surely rather. It was Sylvia, that was what it was.

So she responded amiably when Andy greeted her, and let him take her hand.

Youre looking well, she saidand realized, as she spoke, that it was untrue. At close range, there were too many lines in Andys face for a man of twenty-four or -five. He was thin, too.

You arent, said Andy. Youre skinny. Those purple bags under your eyes dont go with your complexion, either.

No, Andy hadnt changed a bit.

Meg reached for a suitcase. Andy let her take it; he picked up the other suitcases and carried them into the house. Putting them on the floor, he scratched his head as he looked around at the litter of luggage. I didnt know where you wanted this stuff.

I dont know myself. I havent seen the house.

So look at it.


Meg gave him a long look before she turned her attention to the hallway.

A staircase with ornately carved wooden banisters rose to a landing lighted by a round, rose-type stained-glass window. The color of the glass was predominantly crimson; it shed a garish, ghastly glow across the bare boards of the landing. An open archway on the left led to the drawing roomlarge and well lighted by high windows, but as scantily furnished as was the hall. On the right-hand wall was a closed door; there was a second door farther along, under the curve of the upper stairs. The hall went on back into an area too dark to be visible; either there were no windows in that section, or they were heavily curtained. The wallpaper was old, its once brilliant crimson and gold badly faded. It was also horribly stained with what appeared to be

Paint, said Andy, as she stepped up to examine the ugly smears. Just brown paint. I tried to get it off, but that oil-based stuff really hangs on.

It looks recent. How

Sylvia told you about the last tenant? Andy sat down on one of her suitcases, which bulged protestingly. He went on before Meg could remonstrate. Culver thought he had a nice soft setup here; he was mad as hell when Sylvia threw him out. So he left a few little mementos of his displeasure. He calculated Sylvias aggravation level pretty accurately; I dont think shell bother suing him, especially since he hasnt got a cent. But there was a certain amount of mess. I cleaned up most of it.

He didnt calculate Sylvias character very accurately if he expected to hang on here indefinitely. Would you mind getting up? My suitcases come from Woolworths; they arent up to your weight.

Oh. Andy pulled himself to his feet. Dont get huffy. I follow the old army rulenever stand when you can sit, never sit when you can

I know the rest of it.

You ought to follow it. You look like you could use some rest.

I wish youd stop harping on how awful I look. You dont look so hot yourself. What was itpneumonia?

Andys face hardened.

My, my, he said. The nice little girl I used to harass has grown up. Gotten mean.

You have to be mean to survive in this world.

Thats a rather cynical attitude for a girl your age.

Woman, not girl. How would you like people to call you a boy?

Damn it, Andy said, you arent just mean; youve got as many prickles as a porcupine. Look here, Meg, were stuck with each other; why dont we try to get along? Theres no use kidding you. You know Sylvia as well as I do, and you know she wouldnt hand me two bits for a cup of coffee unless I appealed to that narrow streak of benevolence shes got buried under her fat. Yes, I have been sick. I had to quit grad school last spring, and Sylvia let me come here to recuperate. I understand the same is true of you. And neither one of us is going to give up our sanctuary. So why fight?

Im not fighting.

Then Id like to see you when youre belligerent.

Now whos being provocative?

Jee-sus! said Andy. He picked up two suitcases at random and started up the stairs, flinging a comment over his shoulder.

Pick out a room and Ill dump your stuff in it. Then Ill get out.

Meg followed. The suitcases were extremely heavy. Watching the movement of muscles across his back, under his cotton shirt, Meg decided to exercise a little tact.

Im sorry, Andy, I didnt mean to be nasty. I was ill, and Im still edgy. Truce?

You mean you dont want to have to carry those suitcases yourself, Andy said, without turning around. But his tone was slightly mollified, and when they got upstairs he showed her the second floor without referring to their clash.

The master bedroom is still in bad shape, he said, opening one of the heavy arched doors that lined the upper hall. Culver had fun in here.


His vocabulary was limited, wasnt it? Meg studied the four-letter words scrawled across the walls in screaming primary colors.

The wallpaper in here needed replacing anyhow, Andy said. I figured rather than try to get the paint off Id just strip the walls and get new paper.

That sounds reasonable. But why should you botheroh. I keep forgetting you used to live here.

Every summer, till I was eighteen. Andys tone did not invite further comment. He closed the door of the master suite and went on down the hall.

This was my mothers room. Sylvia kept it locked, so its in fairly good condition. I aired it out yesterday and made the bed, but if you prefer another room

I really dont care, Meg said. Oh, Andyas the door swung openthis is charming. Yes, I like this room.

Wide windows, flung open to the mellow Indian-summer air, showed a vista of green lawns and waving boughs. The faded wallpaper had an old-fashioned pattern of rosebuds enclosed in gilt lozenges. The furniture was simplewhite-painted, with gilt trim: a four-poster bed, a dressing table with fluffy pink skirts, the usual chests and dressers and tables. It was more like a childs room than that of a grown woman; and Meg realized that it had probably been Andys mothers room before she married and moved into the stately master bedroom with her husband. Which meant that the house had belonged to Andys mother before it came to his father; and that Sylvias present title to it was even more unfair than Meg had realized.

Okay, Andy said. Ill get the rest of your stuff, then.

Meg followed him. Andy was on the landing and she was two steps up when she slipped. Even as she fell she knew she was in no danger; Andy turned, hearing the scrape of her shoe and her stifled cry, and his hands went out, ready to catch her. As his fingers closed over her arms, it happened. Meg recognized the symptomsthe blurring of vision, the moment of disorientation. The stained-glass window darkened and became opaque. The walls lost solidity. Through them she saw, not the green and gold of autumn foliage, but another roomnarrow, dark, low-ceilinged. There were dim shapes in the hallucinatory room, but she could not make them out. There was no floor under her feet. The dark walls closed in, but there was no floor.

The vision vanished slowly, almost reluctantly. Blinking in the rainbow-hued light, Meg swayed, and felt Andys arms go around her.

After a moment she pushed him away.

Damn, she said, trying to keep her voice steady. That was a bad one. Damn, damn! It hasnt happened for two days; I hoped


She could see Andys face now; it was a caricature of astonishment, pallid and staring.

What happened? he asked.

Sylvia didnt give you the gruesome details? I had an accidenthead injuries. Ever since, Ive had hallucinations. I hear thingssee thingsthat arent there. Other places, other peopleeven animals. Once I saw an elephant on Fifth Avenue, going into Brentanos. She tried to laugh, unsuccessfully.

Andys face didnt change. What did you see just now?

Another room. Different walls. Its so discouraging. The doctors told me it would gradually go away, but it sure is taking its time. Oh, stop staring as though I were something in a sideshow! Dont tell me you didnt know; Sylvia must have told you.

She mentioned hallucinations, Andy admitted. The color was slowly returning to his face. I didnt realize they were so

She had no right to tell you, Meg burst out. She didnt tell me about you. Now I suppose the whole neighborhood thinks Im crazy.

Andys lips parted. There was scarcely a pause before he spoke, but Meg had the feeling his comment was not the one he had originally intended to make.

Sylvia tells people only what they need to know. She doesnt gossipthank God. Youre planning to live here alone?


Im not sick. I just

See things that arent there. Rather risky, isnt it? If you walked down a staircase that didnt exist

I tripped. The hallucination started after I fell. Once it begins I cant move at all; Im paralyzed. Are you suggesting you should move in with me?

God forbid, said Andy piously. I am suggesting I check up on you at frequent intervals. How often does this happen? You have auditory hallucinations too, I gather.

Listen to the boys technical vocabulary, Meg exclaimed. She studied Andy with a new suspicion. What were you majoring in? Not medical school?

None of your business, said Andy. Every well-read layman knows about hallucinations; they are probably behind ninety-nine percent of the so-called occult experiences people have. Damn it, do you think Im that interested in your goofy problems? Sylvia pays menot much, but she does pay meto keep an eye on things around here. That includes you. Im not going to have you setting fire to the house or breaking your skinny neck in a fit of lunacy.

Well, that certainly sets things straight. All right; for your information, I have these goofy problems once or twice a day. They only last for a few seconds; once the hallucination has passed, Im perfectly all right. Sylvia is not paying you to be my keeper, and Ill be damned if I am going to have you sticking your nose in here all the time on the pretense of watching over me. Is that perfectly clear?

Perfectly, said Andy.

He walked on down the stairs, leaving Meg holding the breath she had just taken in, preparatory to a further series of critical comments. He crossed the hall, went out the front door, and closed it quietly behind him.

Meg looked down at the boxes of books, clothes, and miscellany littering the hall. Now that, she thought disgustedly, was a stupid thing to do. Whats the matter with me? He was trying to be nicein his own weird way. I didnt have to be so overly sensitive.

She forgot her critical conscience as she began to explore the house. It was a delight. Every room held fresh treasureswindow seats whose lids lifted for the storage of toys and blankets; unexpected balconies draped with ivy; fireplaces, and more fireplaces. The tower was the pice de rsistance; if the stairs had not been so formidable, Meg would have moved into the topmost room immediately. It had windows on all four sides and balconies all around; a domed ceiling ornamented with plaster bas-reliefs of fruit and flowers and fat cupids; a hooded medieval fireplace tucked into a corner; mahogany paneling that looked as if it must conceal at least two secret passages.


However, there were five flights of stairs from the ground to the topmost tower room. Meg gave the room a last lingering look and retreated. At least she could put some appropriate furniture in the place and use it as a retreat for reading and meditating. Sylvia had given herwell, no, not carte blanche, Sylvia didnt trust anyone that muchbut she had implied she might be willing to pay for necessary furnishings. It would be fun to select furniture for this room.

The house wasnt as unmanageably large as Sylvia had implied. The rooms were enormous, but there were only five bedrooms on the second floor, plus a bathroom and a sitting room that formed part of the master suite. The Victorian bathroom filled Meg with joy. It was almost as big as the bedrooms, with a fireplace of its own. The huge marble tub, encased in a mahogany box, was so high she would need a stool to get in and out. The water ran hot when she tried it.

The third floor had more bedrooms, smaller and less elegant. This was childrens country. One slightly larger room had served as a nursery, and a cubbyhole next to it had been the cramped bedroom of the nurse or nanny. The central staircase ended on the third floor, but there was another stair at the back of the hallnarrow, steep, enclosed. It went up, presumably to the attic, which Meg decided to leave for another day. She followed the stairs down and found herself in a pantry-service area between the kitchen and dining room. Of course; these were the stairs the servants usedpoor devils. Where had they slept? Belowstairs, presumably, with the damp and the black beetles. Meg decided to leave the basement for another day too.

There was a good deal of cleaning to do. Andys idea of cleaning was typically masculineperfunctory, in other words. Her own pretty roomshe already thought of it as herswas neat but very dusty, and the bathroom made her hands itch for scrubbing brushes and cleansing powder. Clearly Mrs. Culver hadnt worn herself out cleaning house. Meg wasnt a fanatical housekeeper herself, but as she went through the neglected, grimy rooms, her distaste for both Culvers increased. Maybe Mrs. Culver hadnt felt she was obliged to clean the unused rooms, but how could she live in such a mess? A lawyer might claim that most of it was normal wear and tearnormal for an eccentric painter and a sluttish wife. Only once, in the master bedroom, had Culvers malice gotten out of hand, when he scrawled his Anglo-Saxon expletives. The other damage was subtle but omnipresentscarred floors, scratched tables, burns and scrapes and layers of greasy dirt.

Meg went through the pantry into the kitchen, expecting the worst. It wasnt as bad as she had feared. The room was a long way from the state of cleanliness she considered minimal, but someone had been at work here.

Originally the kitchen had been one of those vast rooms dating from a period when nobody worried about the cooks fallen arches. It had been subdivided and modernized in the not-too-distant past; as she looked at the attractive breakfast area, Meg wondered whether Andys mother had done the decorating. Like her bedroom, the breakfast room was delicate and prettyalmost too precious. Walls and appliances were butter yellow, and there were daisies everywhereon the wallpaper, on the curtains, even on the plate around the light switch. Why not daisy-decorated dishes? Meg thought, smiling.

A search of the kitchen cabinets produced a set of plastic dishes, so new that the labels were still on them. Dishwasher proof Meg took the labels at their word and filled the dishwasher. Just like a man, she thought sanctimoniously, as the machine gurgled and wheezed into action. Andy wouldnt think dishes needed to be washed when they were brand new. She was glad she didnt have to use the ones the uncouth Culvers had eaten from. She wondered what had become of their dishes, pots and pans, and so on. Maybe they had belonged to the Culvers and had been removed with their other possessions.

A gleaming new freezer occupied part of the floor space, and Meg investigated it, conscious of a growing emptiness in her interior. It was well stocked; Andy, at Sylvias request, no doubt. She thought kindly of both of them as she took out steak, worth its weight in silver, and left it to defrost. The refrigerator was just as well stocked. She wouldnt have to shop for several days.

But she had no intention of eating in this room until she had cleaned it thoroughly. She was inclined to give Andy the credit for what had been done; it had the hallmark of his technique. The stove had been wiped, but it was still greasy; the floor had been swept, but the soles of her sandals stuck as she walked. She looked for cleaning supplies, and found thembrand-new bottles and cans, unopened. Part of Sylvias supplies then, not items left by Mrs. Culver. Meg was not surprised. She peeled the label off the top of a can of cleansing powder and tackled the stove.

Sometime later, while sweeping the floor preliminary to mopping it, she bent to see what she could get out from under the refrigerator: rolls of greasy black dust, a withered olive, peanut shellsand something that chinked musically as it slid across the floor.

Meg picked it up. It was a piece of broken china, thin, with the genuine ring of good ware. She turned it over; and an odd little chill ran through her as she recognized the daisy pattern.

There were more fragments under the refrigerator, and a few others in dark corners that Andys broom had not reached. All were from the same setcurved shapes that had been part of cups, the sunken well of a saucer, rims of plates. Chinanot as expensive as Haviland or Wedgwood, but good china.


So Andys mother had had her daisy-patterned dishes. Sylvia must have left them for the use of her assorted tenants; they were old, no longer in style, not particularly valuable. And someone had smashed the entire set. There was not so much as a fugitive saucer left when Meg searched the shelves. It must have been broken recently or there would not be so many fragments left.

Andy had mentioned cleaning up the house after the Culvers left. He had minimized the extent of the damage. Meg visualized the kitchen as Andy must have found it, with his mothers favorite dishes smashed to bits on the floor. Somehow the wanton, deliberate destruction of the entire set bothered her more than anything the Culvers had done. Anyone might smash a few plates in a fit of anger; she had smashed a few herself, and had found the crash eminently satisfying. But to destroy all of themevery last cup and saucer and platter and bowlthat suggested a degree of malice which was decidedly unnerving.

Meg scrubbed the floor on her hands and knees, using a stiff brush and the strongest disinfectant she could find. She unearthed a few more broken bits of china and deposited them in the trash bag. Then she went to the telephone and invited Andy over for dinner.


II

Andys appetite was another thing that hadnt changed over the years. He devoured steak and scalloped potatoes, salad and vegetables and rolls as if he had not eaten for a week, and then leaned back in his chair and regarded Meg approvingly.

Normally I subsist on hard-boiled eggs and canned soup, he explained. What other talents do you have besides cooking?

Not many. I earn my living as a secretarywhen I earn it.

I thought you were an interior decorator or something. Sylvia said

I took a few courses. But this scheme of Sylvias, about fixing up the house, is make-work. If she wanted to do the place up properly shed hire a professional.

Ah, said Andy, pouring coffee for both of them. 


































































OEBPS/MSRCover.png
NE DR'K T, LL/ING AUTHOR
/E/LIZA ETH PETERS
_“ BARBARA .

MICHAEI,S






OEBPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





