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PROLOGUE: THE WATCHER

The wat cher no | onger took the trouble to hide behind the big crepe
myrtles across the street fromthe house. Now he stood at the edge of the
ti me- broken sidewal k, staring openly at the fence and the gate and the w ndows
and roof s peering over that barrier

He knew t hat no chance passerby, and they were few, could see what he
found so fascinating about the cut-granite house. It was only one of the huge,
obsol ete mansions lining the street, in this neighborhood that now waited for
the wrecking crews to smoboth the solid walls away to make way for parking lots
or MacDonal d's fast food pl aces.

The watcher's knowi ng eyes saw things invisible to the uninterested. No
sign of decay nmarked the visible paintwork. The iron fence that led up in
spear - peaks to the stone steps showed no gaps. There was no broken glass in
t he wi ndows, though small boys had broken those of every other nansion on the
bl ock. Those tall narrow w ndows, protected in the upper stories by grillwork
shutters, were intact and secretive.

The house | ooked as if it had been caught in sone eddy in tine,
unchangi ng and unchangeabl e.

The man had watched for over a week. Not once had he seen any sign of
life inside the house, though once a boy canme with a | awnmower, let hinmself in
at the iron gate leading into the rear gardens, and spent a day nmow ng that
invisible lawn. He had been the only living being visible in all those days.

No face | ooked fromany of the heavily curtai ned wi ndows. No hand
reached out of the front door to explore the mailbox for letters.



No eyes, he was certain, had detected his presence. He sighed. He was

going to have to do this the hard way.
CHAPTER 1: THE ENTRY

The hal Il way was dark, but Marise found her way down the stair with
practiced ease. A decade of prowling about the twilit house had trained her
eyes to see in darkness. Though she knew it was eccentric (and she constantly
scanned her consciousness for signs of madness), she felt sonehow nore secure
when she was hal f hidden in shadows.

The entry hall | oomed about her, a cavern of di mess and shadowy
shapes. The grandfather clock tocked heavily and she caught her breath, her
hand at her throat, feeling her heart pounding in time with its strokes.

No matter how often she stopped that pendulum it always managed,
per haps because of the vibration of passing traffic, to swi ng enough to begin
its ponderous ticking again. The mechanismwas a nmystery to her for it was
certainly not the weight-driven kind she understood. It was never wound, yet
it continued to run, year after year, no matter how often she tried to stay
t he pendul um

Nevert hel ess, she polished the finely carved wooden case and turned
away, dustcloth in hand, to begin shining the panels of the front door. That
deep tick had greeted her the first time she entered this house. The door
itself had confronted her with its dark African wood, carved wi th nonkeys and
lions peering froma stiff-leafed forest.

Her first glinpse of it, as she nounted the steps beside Ben, had
shocked her. Rightly or wongly, she felt that a fortune built on slave
tradi ng shoul d have avoi ded any rem nder of Africa.

She renmenbered | ooking up at Ben inquiringly. He was staring down with
such an eager expression that she forgot her objection to the door. Instead of
speaki ng, she reached up to kiss him just once, before entering the house
where she woul d beconme one of his famly, the Cd arringtons.

She had stood there, waiting for the massive door to open, for the
famly to greet the bride and bridegroom but that had not happened. At | ast
Ben used his key.

There was nobody in the hall. The vaulted space above the entry was
filled with shadows, the stair curving upward into di mess. Only the cl ock
spoke, and its voice was not reassuring. There seenmed to be no living soul at
horre.

Ben was pale, livid in the varicolored light com ng through the stained
gl ass panels on either side of the door. His Iips thinned against his teeth
and he | ooked, for a nmonent, quite unlike the man she had just married. He
seened ... different. Dangerous.

Mari se cl osed her eyes and | eaned agai nst the door. She coul d al npst
snell the I enon polish that had scented the entry, feel the cool but stuffy
at nosphere that had greeted her, hear the echo of Ben's voice as he called,
trying to rouse at |east one of his kin.

She'd smiled up at him "Don't |look so griml W gave themtoo little
time, and it's possible the tel egram never got here. Then again, they may have
been out of town."

Hi s arm had been hard beneath her cal m ng hand. "People do like to
acquire newin-laws gradually and in slow stages. This is a fait acconpli,
done before they have tine to react."

The tight lines of his face relaxed a bit. The crinkles returned to the
corners of his black eyes. "You may be right. You al ways have been, so far
and I"'malive to prove it. If | have you, | can do w thout anyone else, if |
have to. Come here, Doll, and |l ook into ny magic mrror."

"Magi c?" she asked, | ooking around.

He | ed her over the velvety carpet toward a towering hall tree, which
was hung with an array of generations of outdated hats and unmbrellas. It had a
chair seat and a drawer beneath that for mscellany. Along mrror was set in
its back.



This was evidently very old, for the silvering had faded in fine |ines
and whorls. Her reflection seemed mi sty and undefined as she | eaned to peer
into the glass, her face that of a stranger in the alien mrror

"Why it is magic!" she said, laughing with delight.

Her face stared out as if froma place of crystalline ferns and
unlikely flowers. The softening effect caused the sharp angles of her face,

her fragile blond | ooks to become nystical and lyrical, instead of fragile and
brittle.

"I't nmakes nme | ook al nost pretty!™

Ben turned her to face him hands on her shoulders. "Doll, you are
beautiful to ne. | don't quite know how to explain this w thout nmaking ny

peopl e seem cold and uncaring. Really, they're not, but the fact remains that
you're the first person in ny life to nake ne feel warminside. Loved.

"Besi des, you kept me alive, brought ne back fromthe edge of death
when everyone el se gave up on ne. How could | possibly get along w thout you?
You're the nost nearly perfect thing |I've ever found, so don't |let me hear you
say you're not pretty!"

He pushed her down gently onto the velvet seat of the hall tree. "Now

wait here while I run up to see where they've put us ... if they got ny
nmessage and put us anypl ace at all

"I'f they haven't, 1'll choose for nyself. My old roomisn't what | want
to take nmy bride into for our honeynmoon. | used to stuff birds and coll ect

rocks, and anything nore un-bridal than that roomyou can't imagine." He
sm | ed and hung his coat and hat over the newel post. Then he bounded upward,
two steps at a tine.

She stared after him feeling somewhat anxious. He seermed quite well
now, but it was such a short tinme since his illness. He'd seened fine for
weeks now, but after sonething that even the best doctors hadn't been able to
di agnose, she felt it would be wise for himto take things easy for a | ong
tine.

Then she smiled. They'd been married for three days ... and nights. She
had no reason to doubt his vigor, if nothing else.

"Marise Dering Clarrington, you are a worrier. Relax and be happy!" she
ordered herself al oud.

A voice, so faint that afterward she was not totally certain she had
heard it at all, quavered through the di mess of the hall. "Happy? Happy? In
this house?" She thought a peal of laughter, faint and ghostly, had foll owed
t hose words.

Even now, she wondered if that had been the first warning, the
foreshadowi ng, of what she felt certain nust be her own madness. But then she
had cl enched her hands in her |ap. She was a practical country girl, she'd
told herself, and she did not hear voices where there was nobody to speak

She was here, safe in her husband's honme. Her nerves nust be playing
tricks after the long strain of nursing Ben. The fast-paced courtship and her
swi ft and unforeseen marriage mght easily have left her tense and fanciful

She drew a long breath, flexing and rel axi ng her rmuscles, one after the
other, ending with the tip of her nose. The sound of Ben's steps on the stair
brought a smle to her face, and she rose and went to the foot of the steps to
meet him

"Well, do we have a place to lay our heads?" she called up to him

The words died on her lips. Ben's face showed a fury she had never
dreaned he could feel. She realized she had never seen himreally angry
bef ore. Now he reached down to take her hand. Even through his fingers she
could feel the racing of his pulse.

"They must not have been here," he said, and she knew he was lying to
save her feelings. "l've chosen to put us up in the tower roonms. That will be
best, anyway, for it's private and nobody will bother us." He tried to snile
but it came out as a grinmace.

"Anypl ace you like, dear," she said. "But slow down. | worry when you
go poundi ng off, particularly when you run up stairs. You have to renmenber



t hat you' ve been sick

"Now show ne where to go and we can take the hand | uggage up. Aren't
there any servants? |I'd have thought that in a house this |large you woul d need
several, just to keep things going. Sonebody needs to go out and get the trunk
of f the sidewal k, anyway, or your bride will find herself Iimted to wearing
this single suit and these shoes." She did her best to sound teasing and
cheerful, but she knew it didn't quite come off.

"Ch there are a couple of people who have worked for us forever. Hildy
should be in the kitchen. | should have gone to check with her the first
thing, but she's so deaf it's hard to comunicate. She's a dear, though

"Andy, her husband, does the outside work and the heavy stuff. He's
probably down in their quarters in the basenment, sound asleep. I'Il get him
Then 1'1l show you to our room ... or rather, our suite. You have your own
sitting room" H's expression had eased, lost the fury that had marked it.

"I'f you can find your way upstairs, you can go ahead with the little
case. Straight up, round the first landing, up the next flight. There's
anot her landing after that, and halfway up the third flight you'll find a door
on your right. It's set in a sort of pie-shaped niche, and it leads to the
tower roons."

He tried to smle. "Thank heaven they didn't put it any higher, or we'd
have had even nore stairs to clinb every tine we went up or down."

Mari se nodded. Taking up the case, she started up the stair, which was
a lovely one, curving around the side of the entry hall to the first Ianding.
Onate fixtures lighted it, and the plumcol ored carpet was soft underfoot. At
the Ianding the corridor |eading onto the second fl oor caught her attention
Muited lights in fixtures shaped |ike bunches of flowers illum nated a row of
arched doors, one of which stood open

Was soneone there? She noved silently into the corridor and along it to
t he open doorway. The room beyond was enpty of a tenant, although it was
furni shed. O had been

A rose-hung tester bed centered the farther wall, its hangings ripped
fromtheir supports, lying over it in tatters. Draperies patterned with roses
of a matching hue were slashed and torn fromthe poles that had held them The
gray and rose carpet was sneared with what had to be dog-dung.

Fresh roses and shards of broken crystal vases lay amd the nmess and
t he stench.

Soneone had prepared this lovely roomfor the new yweds. Some ot her
someone had torn it apart, fouled it past repair.

She put her free hand over her nose and fled toward the stair. She ran
up the remaining steps and into the small arched door |eading to the tower.

So that had caused Ben's anger. It had nade himlie to her to spare her
feelings. If the door hadn't been open, if she had not yielded to the
tenptati on to snoop, she would never have known that soneone here hated her
resented her existence fiercely enough to do this insane thing. Ben had tried
to spare her, and it was only her own folly that had wasted his effort.

Her heart thunped painfully in her chest as she entered a round room
furnished as a sitting room A short flight of stairs curved agai nst one wall,
| eadi ng, she understood at once, to the bedroom above it. Though the
furni shings were sonewhat faded, the hangings slightly dusty, it was a
charm ng room full of light, for continuous windows circled it.

She'd found that the tower, unlike any she had ever seen, was set into
the rear of the house, |ooking over well kept gardens. Even late fall had not
robbed those of their charm for chrysanthenmuns gl owed i n shades of bronze and
gold am d the dark green | eaves of evergreens.

Mari se had sat in a |low rocking chair, her case at her feet, and there
she had come to terns with the devastation she had seen in that pink bedroom
Ben counted with her nore than anything or anyone el se. If he needed her, then
not hi ng anyone in this solid, hostile house could do was going to drive her
away. She'd stay here as |long as Ben needed and wanted her

Standing in the dimentry hall, a nuch ol der Mari se opened her eyes and



strai ghtened her back. How little one knows, she thought, when you are young
and in |ove, of what may conme of your rashly given vows.

She gave the door a last polish with her cloth and shook her head.

Behi nd every door in this place of nany doors lay bits and pieces of her past.
Each time she entered a room sone scene, happy or tragic or funny or
horrifying, lay there in wait for her. It was terrifying, in a way, and yet
she made a point of entering every roomin the house on a regul ar basis.

Not every day -- the human nind and spirit can bear only so nuch. But
of ten enough to know that she had not |ost her courage. Often enough

She wondered how many times that m ght be, since she had barricaded
hersel f and her doubts of her own mind's stability into Carrington House. O
the large fanmly that had |ived and | aughed and quarrel ed there, she was the
sol e survivor, and for ten years she had lived alone with her menories and her
fears.

CHAPTER 2: THE PARLOR

O all the doors in the house, except for those of her own suite, the
one that opened into the parlor was the only one | eading into untainted
happi ness. Marise always cl eaned that room first, when she began tending the
house. She m ght be mad, but she was not going to becone dirty, as well.

Now she pushed her cart of cleaning things to one side and funbled in
her pocket for the key to the doubl e-|l eaved door. Even as she pushed it into
t he | ock, she paused, remenbering..

It had been, at least partly, the way Marise had speculated it m ght
be. Their telegram sent hastily as they set out for Channing and Ben's hone,
had arrived when nost of the famly was away.

Father darrington, the nurse, and Aunt Linda had taken Mot her
Clarrington to the Mayo Clinic for extensive tests, |eaving only Hanni bal
Ben's brother, there with Hildy and her husband. But Hanni bal had been called
to the state capital, where he had a case coning before the state suprene
court.

The tel egram reached only Hi | dy. The cook had, Marise now knew,
prepared the | ovely roomon the second floor for the new yweds, ordering fresh
flowers, cleaning everything spotlessly. That had been | ovingly done, for
H1dy was as nuch a part of the famly as those born into it.

One question plagued Marise, as she nmade ready to neet her new famly,
who had, on their return, assenbled in the parlor to greet Ben and his new
wi fe. Who had destroyed that roon?

Only the servants were in the house, and Hildy had been the one to make
ready the bridal chamber. The rest of the family were gone, provably absent.
This was not a house into which any chance prowl er or vagrant could possibly
find a way without |eaving distinct traces of breaking and entering.

The solid front door was always | ocked, and that |ock was not as old
fashi oned as the house. It could have been used in a prison. The iron fence
ran all the way around the five encl osed acres of gardens and grounds. The
front, back, and side gates were | ocked, and the spear-points topping the
barrier were not nmerely ornamental. They woul d be dangerous to anyone trying
to clinb over.

VWho coul d possi bly have done violence to that room she had been
i ntended to share with Ben?

But she had not been intended to see it -- not after Ben knew what had
happened there. She coul d never ask him or anyone el se, w thout betraying the
fact that she had seen. Over the years, she had worried over the question |like
a dog with a bone, wondering w thout know ng.

But on that first day after the rest of the fam |y cane she had
i nspected her makeup, fastened the nodest pearl clips at her ears, and stood
back to make sure the new dress, her first designer gown, fell in the sane
el egant |ines she renenbered fromthe fitting room She wanted to | ook
wonder ful for her new in-Ilaws, even though she was not beautiful and never had
particularly wanted to be, except in Ben's eyes.



He was waiting for her in the sittingroom The way his eyes lit up as
she floated down the six steps to join himtold her that she had done her work
wel I .

"Never |et anybody tell you that you're not gorgeous!" he said, taking
her hands and squeezing themlightly. "I'd hug the stuffing out of you, but
I"'mafraid I'd mess you up, and you | ook wonderful ."

"I's ny hair all right at the back? It's hard to tell, even with the
triple mrrors. | want it snmooth but not gl ued-Iooking." She turned so he
coul d see.

She felt his fingers touch the el aborate knot of curls that she had
| abored to erect and stabili ze.

"Just ... exactly ... elegant!" he breathed into her ear. "I can hardly
wait to ness it all up, tonight."

She giggled. "We'd better go down right now, or you'll ness it up
anyway, and it took ne hours to get it just right."

They went down the broad staircase, hand in hand. H |l dy, peeping
t hrough the curtain covering the open doors to the dining room beaned at them
and threw Ben a kiss fromher winkled hand. Marise felt warmed by the old

cook's friendliness. She had done her best to fill the gap until the famly
arrived, and her good will had hel ped to ease any distress the newoner had
felt.

They paused at the parlor door. "I love you," Ben whispered in her ear
"They will |ove you, too. Don't be nervous. They're great people."

But she had been terribly, frantically nervous, as the heavy doors
opened wi de.

She knew at once that the big man who pushed back the wooden panel s had
to be Hanni bal. Though he was ol der, heavier, sonehow tougher-1ooking than
Ben, he was so like himthat she felt an i medi ate ki nship. He was beani ng
down at her with such honest delight that she felt her tension ease and the
begi nning of warnth steal into her cold hands.

"So you are the young | ady who saved ny brother's life," he booned. Her
hand was swal l owed in his imense paw, which seened to radi ate confidence and
warnth. "You're such a frail-looking child -- it seenms strange, your rescuing
someone from death. But Ben says you just refused to give up and nade hi m pul
hi nsel f t hrough, even when the doctors couldn't decide what to do next. W owe
you a big one, Marise. Welcone to the famly!"

Her stiff smile softened and becane real as she | ooked up at her
brother-in-law. "Don't be fool ed by appearances, Brother Hannibal. I'mreally
a good, tough peasant to ny toenails. | helped ny brother and ny father farm
until they died and left the farmto ne. | tried going it alone, but it was
too much, so | sold the place and went into nursing.

"I do miss having good dirt to grub around in sonetimes, but nursing is
al nrost as good. If you can't grow things, why making people well is a fine
substitute.”

He | aughed and pulled her into the room where she could see severa
people waiting. "This is your new father, Emanuel. All of the hardest heads in
the famly can be blamed on him I'mafraid. But he's a sweetheart, just the
same. "

The nearest of the famly, a tall, slender old nman, rose to neet her
Though his face was pal e and ascetic |ooking, his eyes were Ben's own bl ack
ones. Now they were inspecting her so sharply that she wondered if he m ght be
angry to find this intruder in his househol d.

VWhen he sniled, she was reassured. "We have ... or had ... no daughter
W needed one. Welcone, dear child. | only regret that as things worked out
there was no one here to wel cone you in person, when you arrived. But we'll do

everything we can to make up for that, rest assured. Cone and neet your new
not her . "

Ben had told her earlier that his nother asked to be brought down from
what they called the hospital suite, for the occasion. She | ooked fragile but
| ovely, her iron gray hair carefully done. Her makeup, however, couldn't hide



her deathly pallor, and the nurse in Marise knew that she was in pain.

Mari se knelt beside the el ectric wheelchair and | ooked up into the
woman' s pal e eyes, which were totally unlike those of both her sons. Mbther
G arrington | ooked deeply into her eyes, as her husband had done, as if
searching for something, fearful of finding it. The sadness of her gaze warned
as she smled at |ast.

The thin hand reached to grip her shoulder with surprising strength. "I
can see it," said Mother darrington. "You are good for Ben. He is nore
rel axed, happier than | have ever seen him W are nore than grateful, ny
dear, for your care of him

"I must confess | was afraid, when we heard of your sudden marri age,

t hat some gorgeous hussy had taken advantage of his weakened condition. Once |
saw him this norning, | knew the truth. You saved hi mwhen we were all bound
by our own illness and responsibilities and could not even be beside him Be
happy, ny dear."

She sighed deeply and made a gesture with one frail hand. The stocky
l[ittle nurse came forward as she said, "Forgive ne. | must |eave you now.
Edenson! "

The nurse was at her side at once. Marise sniled at her. "M ss Edenson
if you need a day off sonetime just let nme know. | will gladly |look after Ms.
Carrington. | amfully qualified, and | understand how confining it can be to
have a patient who needs round-the-clock care.”

The woman's steely eyes glinted at her with something |ike resentnent.
"I amable to care for Ms. darrington quite adequately w thout help," she
said in a brusque tone. "But thank you." There was no gratitude in her
expression as she opened the big doors.

Mot her C arrington | ooked up as Marise rose fromher knees to stand
besi de her. There was apol ogy in her glance; then she turned her chair and
trundled away to the small elevator let into the wall beyond the stair.

As she wat ched the el evator door close, becom ng a tapestry instead of
a door, she felt a strong hand grasp her elbow "I'mBen's Aunt Lina," a gruff
voi ce said.

Mari se turned to neet this |ast nenber of the family. "Ben has tal ked
about you so much!" She reached to hug the old woman. "He says you raised him
even nmore than his nother was able to. He was |lucky to have you, with her so
ill all through his childhood." The scent of sandal wood wafted from Aunt
Lina's sweater as she put her arnms about the woman's shoul ders.

Aunt Lina returned the hug awkwardly, as if she were unused to
denonstrations of affection. Her furrowed features rel axed, and the startling
j ade green eyes exam ned Marise closely. As had been true with every nenber of
this odd famly, it seenmed that she was | ooking for sonething specific,
somet hi ng i ndefi nabl e. Perhaps sonet hi ng menaci ng?

Mari se felt that anyone as small as she could hardly be a nenace to
anyone, and Aunt Lina seemed to decide the sane thing. She grinned, a frank
and engagi ng tonboy grin that woke her weathered features to liveliness.

"Come along to dinner," she commanded. "Leave the nen to find their own
way. | want to get to know you before they surround you and take up all your
time. And they will! This is a house full of spoilt nenfolk, make no m stake!"
She tucked Marise's arm beneath her el bow and | ed her through another set of
doubl e doors into the inmense dining room which was |it by a cut gl ass
chandel i er and hung with portraits so old the subjects seened to be veiled in
dark fog.

Hanni bal ' s boom ng [ augh followed theminto the dining room where
everyone took a place as he or she chose. Lina put Marise beside her and kept
her busy answering questions. Ben, on her |left, seened both hungry and happy,
raggi ng his brother and his father, teasing Lina and his w fe.

Mari se, watching himfromtime to time, was reassured. He had, indeed,
regai ned his health at last. She followed himinto the parlor, once dinner was
over, and felt full and content as she accepted a cup of coffee before the
crackling logs in the marble fireplace.



When they were settled confortably, Father Carrington had turned his
dark eyes toward her. His voice was quiet, but it carried well in the snall
circle of velvet-covered chairs. "You cannot begin to know, Marise, what
pl easure you have brought us tonight. It has been a very long while since we
had so nmuch laughter, so rmuch cheerful conversation in this old house. I'm
afraid we've |l et ourselves becone rather grim over the years.

Hi s bl ack gaze probed hers, seeming to hold some hidden nessage. "Life
has a habit of taking the starch out of us. Qut of our anbitions, our good
hunor, even out of our small stock of virtues. Things happen that nobody can
foresee or forestall. They're nobody's fault, they just happen

"You do the best you can with them O sonetines you don't do your best
but jump up and down and curse fate, but neither one seens to change things
one iota. W've done a lot of both, in this house, but now the sad old place
has a chance to wake up. W're glad you' ve cone. W' re happy for Ben and happy
for ourselves."”

"Hear! Hear!" runbled Hannibal. "My thoughts exactly. |I'd have brought
hone a little porcelain lady, nyself, if 1'd realized howit would perk things
up. | haven't seen Mother | ook so happy in years. "And Hildy! You' ve given her
cooking a new |l ease on life. She used to conplain that we could eat sawdust
and never know the difference, but tonight she outdid herself. She had cooked
for this sane old crew for so | ong she was bored, but now she has a new pal ate

to tenpt. You' d better watch it, or she'll put nore neat on your bones than
you mi ght want to acquire. | believe she thinks thin is sinful."
Marise sniled at him "I love Hldy. She was so sweet, after we got

here. She tried to be the entire famly rolled into one because she felt so
bad about the way things turned out. But | never have met Andy, yet. Does he
stay all that busy?"

Hanni bal gl anced asi de at Ben. Ben | ooked over at his father, who made
a wy face. "Andy is the cross we bear in order to keep Hildy. He's a good
enough fellow, of course, does what he's asked to do cheerfully enough, when
he's able. But he drinks. Not just a bit or just at times, but constantly. If
| ever saw hi msober | probably would think he was drunk

"He does get things done, though not always the way we'd like. For
heaven's sake, never give himany vital nessage or depend on himto carry out
anyt hing of real inportance. He can't remenber at the top of the steps why he
started up at the bottom"

Aunt Lina snorted. "He's not as far gone as he pretends to be," she
said. "You will notice that Andy can tend to Andy's business very well,

i ndeed. Hildy used to beat him back when she was younger and had nore energy,
and that would keep him straight for nonths at a tinme. But now she's given up
on reforming him" She | aughed suddenly and bl ushed.

"Hildy's fond of the old villain, that's the Iong and short of it. And
G arrington House without Hildy is unthinkable. Losing her would be just like
losing the roof or the walls."

Everyone | aughed, and Mari se sank nore deeply into the confort of her
chair before the blazing | ogs. The coffee was hot, the roomwas warm and the
conpany was a close circle conmposed of famly. She had not adnmitted to herself
how she ni ssed her own kin, and now she had another famly who seened to |like
and to wel cone her.

She gl anced at Ben, who | eaned back in a wing chair, his |legs stretched
toward the fire. He grunted with satisfaction. "lIt's good to be home. |
dreaded coning back for a long time and busi ness made sure that there wasn't
tine to.

"I hated to see Mother so ill, and | don't particularly |Iike Edenson
t hough I know she's good to Mother. The old place has been ... gloony ... for
along, long tine. But that was my fault as nuch as anybody's, and now | fee
| could spend the rest of nmy life here w thout any probl em

"Hanni, if you still want ne to take over the logging interests, I|'l
be glad to. | never liked the work | did for that timber company up north.
think they're short-sighted in their managenment of resources, and 1'd like a



chance to take hold of our timber lands to see if ny theories hold water. Do
you think you can trust nme with then"

Hanni bal was grinning widely, gripping his cup so tightly that Marise
expected to see the thin china shatter. Father C arrington was beani ng as he
swal | owed audi bly and gazed into the fire. "Ben, it's what we've been waiting
for since you got your forestry degree. W need your input and ideas, and
we' ve just been waiting until you got ready. You were the one who left,
remenber ?"

Ben and Hanni bal reached across the space between their chairs and
grasped hands. "The family firm" Hannibal said. "The Carrington famly firm
W've waited a long time, Ben.

"Father will be Chairman of the Board. I'Il be the | awer and
i nvest ment expert. You're the forestry specialist. Only the farmis |eft
wi t hout someone taking a real interest init." He cocked a slantw se gaze at
Mari se.

She shivered with excitenent. "I ama new and untried nmenber of the
famly," she said. "But I'd love to manage that farm | miss farming terribly,
and | was truly a sound agriculturist. My father taught me all he knew, and he
had | earned fromhis father and so on for generations.

"We'd farmed right there on that sanme bit of ground since 1790. If one

worman coul d have done the work of three strong people, 1'd still be farm ng
it. I had great plans and a | ot of new theories | wanted to try."
"Then it will be a four menber firm" Father Carrington said. "Wl cone

to darrington Enterprises, ny dear. May we all work together happily for
years to cone." His pale face was tinted by the flanes to a healthy glow, and
the Iines had smoothed away for the nonent. For an instant she saw his great
i keness to Ben

She reached inpulsively to take his hand. "I'm so happy!," she said.
"Right here, right now, I think | amas happy as it's possible to be."

Hanni bal gl anced at her sharply, his black eyes wary. "Touch wood!" he

said. "It's dangerous to be too happy, and to know you are. W found that out
a very long tinme ago."
Not until long afterward had Marise understood what he neant.

CHAPTER 3: THE SEW NG ROOM

Mari sa had no need of many cl othes, nowadays, but she still used the
small sewing roomon the first floor, fromtinme to tinme. Wen you do housewor k
vigorously, it results in ripped seams and pulls or tears in shirt tails, no
matter how careful you are.

This was one room she never |ocked. Seldomdid she allow herself to
t hi nk about what had happened there, though, once in a while, as she turned
t he knob she could hear Aunt Lina's gruff voice..

"Who is it?" asked Aunt Lina, in answer to Marise's knock

"Only I, Auntie. | need to snip a loose thread in ny hem"

"Then come in, dear, and close the door. |'ve been wanting a word with
you in private for a while, and there was no reason to nmake sone kind of
production out of it. Cone take that little chair by the wi ndow, and we'll
kill two birds with the sane stone. Were's the thread you need tri med?" She
took her small gold scissors and sni pped off the offending ravel.

The sewi ng room was square with wi ndows on adjacent walls, both |ooking
out into the rose garden. A light snow, unusual this far south, had | ayered
the shrubs and bare rosevines and the edging of lawn with crisp white.

Mari se | ooked out at the scene, filled with pleasure. The snowight lit
t he room al nost bl i ndingly.

She gl anced away fromthe window to find Aunt Lina watching her, head
cocked to one side, eyes specul ative behind her rinm ess glasses. The ol der
worman set down the sock she was nending and turned her |ow chair to face
Mari se's.

"Do you want children?" she asked. The question was so sudden and
unexpected that Marise was startled. But Lina was sober to the point of



gri mess, and the younger worman felt a stab of concern

"Way ... we haven't discussed it yet, Aunt Lina. W married in quite a
hurry, and there wasn't tine to talk over a lot of things that people usually
cone to sone agreenent on beforehand. Ben was so ill ... | asked his doctor

bef ore he dism ssed Ben, about that.

"I told himwe were about to marry, and | needed to know if | should
start birth control neasures, but Dr. Field thought his sickness, whatever it
m ght be, would not be hereditary." She thought back to that interview trying
to remenber Field s exact words.

"He said it would be nonths before Ben would be fertil e again, because
of the array of drugs they tried on him Sonme of the treatnents | eave traces
in the systemfor a long tinme. But he didn't seem concerned at the prospect of
Ben's marrying and possibly having a famly, when the time conmes." She grinned
cheerfully. "And ny family is about as healthy as you can get, which farners
tend to be."

Li na shook her head. "You don't quite understand, child. It isn't your
heredity I'm... but it relieves me to know that it will be a while before you
have to worry about it, anyway. There are things you don't know about this
fam ly." She picked up the sock and bit off a thread with the sanme crisp
noti on Marise recalled, dimy, her own nother using.

Li na threaded her needl e, picked up another sock and took three tiny
stitches, one on top of the other, to anchor her thread. For sone odd reason
she seenmed to be del aying the beginning of this private talk as |long as she
coul d.

Mari se rose and knelt beside the |ow chair, reaching to hold Lina's
hands still. "Aunt Lina, what are you trying to tell ne?" She felt the chil
of the long fingers between her own and rubbed her hands together to warm
t hem

A tear dropped onto her fingers and Lina w ped her eyes with her
sweat er sl eeve. She sniffed rather loudly and cleared her throat.

"Nobody likes to talk about bad things in their own famlies," she said
at last. "I don't, and you wouldn't if there were anything really wong in
your heredity. But there's bad blood in our line. Not crimnal -- | wishit
was that sinple. It's madness."

Marise felt a surge of surprise, mxed with nore than a little shock
"Auntie, are you certain? | never in nmy life nmet anyone nore sane and sensible
than you and your brother. Not to mention Ben and Hanni bal; they're al nost too
brilliant for their own good."

Li na rubbed her eyes, now, |oosing Marise's hands to do so. That
al l owed her to avoid | ooking straight at the girl as she spoke. "There have
been afflicted children born, at |east one to each generation for the past
three." She sounded hoarse, as if the words were difficult to speak

"But not in Ben's generation!" Mrise said. Ben's aunt did not
contradict her.

"Emanuel and | swore not to marry," Lina went on. "I kept ny vow, but
when he net Elizabeth he seemed to forget about that and all the other things
we had taken into consideration

"Perhaps ... perhaps if | had nmet soneone | |oved, who truly | oved ne,
I'd have done the same. | judge himharshly, | know, and that nay be because
I"mjealous of his famly. But |'ve spent ny life thinking about what m ght
happen because ny brother fell in love. |I"'mafraid. Afraid for you and Ben, if

you deci de to have a baby."
Mari se stared into Lina's eyes. She saw there such pain that she stood
and cradl ed the ol der woman's head agai nst her side, patting her grizzled hair

gently. She still didn't understand what drove Lina to this desperation, but
she knew, whatever its cause and however valid her concern was, it was totally
genui ne.

That had been the end of their conversation. Marise puzzled over it for
weeks, trying to see in any of the darringtons around her a hint of
eccentricity or mental inbalance. She found nothing at all to disturb her. In



fact, she had nore cause to doubt her own sanity than that of any of the
famly

That was because the house itself troubled her. She woke in the night,
heari ng odd sounds, the remants of |ost echoes or whispers or tappings. Once
she left a book in the sitting roomand went down, after going to bed, to
retrieve it.

She still recalled standing in the dimlit room holding the book
listening to the scrabbling noise that seened to conme fromthe door onto the
stair. It had been disturbing, though she told herself it was a nouse in the
panel i ng. The ol d building was overrun with the creatures, and she had heard
themin the space above her bedroom ceiling.

But this sounded as if someone was trying to open the door. Ben had put
a bolt on the inside and cautioned her to use it, always, if she was the |ast
to come to bed. "In our home?" she'd asked him feeling incredul ous. "What
coul d possi bly harmus here?"

He'd | ooked tired and harassed, but he answered calmy enough, "Call it
a hangover frommy illness. | just don't feel secure unless it's fastened. Do
it for me, love. | have lived for so long, in so many odd pl aces, and anong
such strange sorts of people that it has shaken nmy nerve. Do it for ne."

O course she had, faithfully, and that night she had been gl ad of the
strong bolt. The funbling and scratching had sounded as if it were on the
other side of the solid door. She kept insisting to herself that if it wasn't
a nouse it was a squirrel in the wall, and she knew that had to be true.

Yet after that night she felt obscurely nervous as she went about the
house. She woul d have the sense of being watched in the oddest |ocations.
Once, sitting in the kitchen before Hildy's beam ng gaze, she had suddenly
felt her back go cold, as if soneone stared at it. \When she nade sone reason
to turn, there was no one there, and she had known that would be true.

"I"'mgetting notional," she told herself sternly. "There's nothing
wong with ne, and there's nothing wong with anyone else here. It's just
living in a house that is so nuch bigger than I'mused to. |I'ma poor farm
girl, after all."

Besi des being notional, she al so began bei ng nauseat ed, and she
attributed that to nerves. But, in a few weeks nore, after Ben sent her to the
doctor who had treated the famly for half a generation, she | earned the
probl em was not in her mnd. Despite what Dr. Field had told her, she was
pr egnant .

The night after that was confirned beyond doubt, when Ben cane into her
bedroom she met himwi th such a joyful face that he had known at once
somet hi ng exciting was happening. "W're going to be parents!" she said,
forgetting entirely the qualns Lina had tried to instill in her. She caught
hi m by the el bows and whirled himaround the roomuntil they fell, |aughing,
onto the bed.

"There is going to be another Carrington to brighten up this gl oony
ol d house. | am so happy!"

He sat up then, very slowy and carefully. Taking her shoulders into
hi s hands, he | ooked at her solemmly. H s eyes held happi ness, affection ..
and a trace of fear. That was natural, she thought. He never had been a father
bef ore.

“I"'mso happy, Doll," he said. "We're going to love it al nost too nuch.
But promise me sonething. Tell Aunt Lina before you tell anyone else. Tell her
in private. She ... has a special interest. And ny parents won't be upset by
that."

"I know she'll be interested," Mrise said, renmenbering that odd
conversation earlier. "She talked with ne once, for a while. | never did quite
under st and what she was getting at. |I'Il go to her tonorrow and tell her."

Ben ki ssed her then, very tenderly, but that night he cried out in his
sl eep as he had not done for nonths. She patted him quiet w thout waking him
there in the darkness, wondering what it could be that he feared so terribly.

The next norning she tapped once again on the sewi ng roomdoor, to hear



Aunt Lina's deep voice bid her to enter. Lina | ooked up at her over the tops
of her gl asses, her jade green eyes full of |aughter at sone nonsense she was
listening to on the radio at her el bow The laughter faded as she | ooked nore
closely at her visitor.

Marise sat in the low chair again. It was very like that other day, she
t hought, as she reached to take the woman's hand. "Auntie, |'ve cone to tel
you sonet hi ng wonderful. Sonething Ben thinks you shoul d know before anyone
else in the famly

"The doctor was wong. Ben wasn't sterile at all. W're going to have a
baby. "

As Marise watched in horror, Lina' s face turned gray-literally gray, as
if the accumul ated essence of old age and death washed across it, |eaving
not hi ng but devastation behind. The big hand struggled free of her own and
grasped the armof the chair as if holding to some dream of security.

"What is wong?" Marise had cried, going to her knees beside the sew ng
chair. "Aunt Lina, are you ill?"

"Pay it no mind. | have ... little spells, now and again. \Wen | get
excited." Lina drew a long breath, held it for a moment, and let it out again.
She straightened in the chair and nanaged a weak snile

"Never think, child, about that nonsense | told you before. W all take
ri sks, constantly, all through our lives. Maybe it's better so. You have a
greater chance of having a sound child than an unsound one, and |I'man old
f ool .

"Just because | wasted ny life and ny youth doesn't nean that everybody
el se has to do it, too. Take ny hand and help nme up. W have to go down and
tell Enmanuel and Elizabeth the news, or they'll never forgive us."

They had gone together, through this very door -- Marise touched it,
and it opened, revealing the now diminterior. The chair in which Aunt Lina
had stitched so many niles of seanms and darns and nmends stood enpty, of
course, except for nenories.

This ol der Marise sighed. Even pain grows dim in tine.

CHAPTER 4. THE KI TCHEN

Mari se hated going into the big kitchen al nost nore than any ot her room
in the house. Hildy's bright yellow curtains still hung at the w ndows, kept
washed and starched crisp by Marise's hands. The huge cookstove and the
form ca topped work table cried out, even now, for Hildy' s anple shape, her
capabl e hands, her strange little chicken-peep of a voice.

Mari se had not realized until too late that Hldy, nore even than
Father d arrington, was the heart of darrington House. The furnace itself had
no more to do with keeping the place warm and alive than the big cook had
done.

Mari se sighed as she put the kettle onto a burner, took bread fromthe
pl astic bread box, and brought little dabs of this and that fromthe great
refrigerator. The shelves | ooked cavernous, interrupted only by her piddling
bits of food.

Her supply of perishables was getting | ow, even considering howlittle
she ate. She reached up to make a notation on the pad beside the tel ephone. It
was tinme, once nore, to call the Trustees and have their man bring what she
needed.

Tur ni ng, she poured hot water into the warned teapot and set her
scrappy meal on the table. She ate at the small one where Hildy had served
coffee or tea or cookies to anyone who cane, no matter how unusual the hour.
The cook had been sitting here..

Hi | dy smacked biscuit dough with a plunp fist, turning and pumeling it
until a light mst of flour rose into the air. The rich smell of the roast in
the oven was al ready making Marise's nmouth water; she nibbled at a whol e-grain
wafer Hildy had prescribed for her, along with mlk, every day.

Sonet hi ng nmade Marise feel mschievous. She had never been particularly
inclined in that direction before her pregnancy, but it seened to have brought



out the devilnment in her nature.

"Hildy," she asked innocently, "when are you going to show nme the whol e
of the third floor? I know Aunt Lina's roomwell, and we're working on the old
nursery and schoolroom getting themready for future use. But all the roomns
around the bend at the other end of the corridor are ones |'ve never seen.”

This was not quite the innocent question it seenmed, for Marise had been
noticing that any nention of the rear part of the third floor made every one
of the darrington famly uneasy.

It didn't really bother her. She had been too busy with maki ng her own
suite into a confortable nest, as well as working on the nursery, to bother
with any nmore of this endl ess house and its seemi ngly uncountabl e roons.

Hi | dy's hands jerked, and she turned to ook at Marise as if not sure
she had heard the question. Her new hearing aid was hel ping, but she stil
didn't trust her ears.

"You sai d?" she asked.

"l asked about the third floor. I've never seen even half of it."

"Plenty tinme for that later,” Hldy said, giving the dough a solid
t hunp. "You take one | ook at the nusty old roons back there, you go crazy to
clean, to fix nice. No way you can do that now.

"I'"d be shanmed to I et you see how we let the old place go, since | get
old and achey." The big hands flipped the dough, snpothed it expertly,
flattened it on the special board in a puff of flour-dust, and began patting
it flat. No rolling pin did the job to suit Hildy.

Her pal e golden hair w sped around her face in strands that had escaped
fromher hairnet. Her pale eyes did not rise to nmeet Marise's questioning
gaze.

"It's really odd," Marise nused. "Nobody will take me up there. Even
Ben, when he's hone at all, won't even bother to do it. And there's so nuch
room back there -- | was thinking we m ght set up an indoor gym or sonething

like that, when the baby gets old enough to need a place to play on rainy
days. Don't you think that would be nice for hinP"

"You know for sure it will be a hinP" Hildy teased. "It m ght be nice,
yes, but who would do it? Everyone very busy, including you. That farmtake
much of your time, and | don't see you turn it |oose, even after the baby
cone. "

Mari se sighed. "l suppose you're right. | seemto have too nuch energy,
right now, even with all the things I'mdoing. And | only go out to the farm
two or three times a week, since the doctor warned ne to take it easier. |
seemnostly to sit and fidget. Maybe | should just go up and expl ore by
nmysel f."

"No!" Hildy's voice was thin-shrill, alnost terrified. "Prom se nme you
not do that, Marri. This ... this is very old house, not all in good repair.
There is soft floor, |oose woodwork back there. Al so spiders, very many, and
rats. Even sone black w dow spiders | have seen. You do not need spider bite,
with the baby so near. Pronise!"

Mari se realized that she was even pal er than her usual Scandi navi an
fairness would warrant. Her tone verged on the frantic.

Filled with renmorse, she reassured Hildy at once. "Wy of course. |

prom se, Hldy. | don't want to give you any nore worry, on top of all the
wor k you have to do. | just have a case of the don'ts, as ny nother used to
say. | hate having Ben away so much. | suppose that's the real reason why |'m

so restless.”

The fair face was flushed again fromthe heat of the stove and her own
exertions. Hildy beaned at her with approval. "Exactly so. You lonely for Ben
since he is so busy in woods. There is not so nuch for you to do around the
house, too.

"Maybe you go walk in the garden? O along street? Walk is good
exerci se and not too hard for you."

"I just mght do that." Marise rose and set her cup and place in the
sink. "lIt's nice and windy. That will keep it frombeing too hot, if | stay in



the shade. Good idea, Hldy." She smiled and left the kitchen, |eaving the
door open to the breeze that pulled through the hall.

She had al nost reached the front door when Hildy called after her. She
turned, struck by the odd note in the old woman's voi ce.

“Marri, we all love you. You make Ben happy. You make himwell, when he
m ght die. You make Hanni smile, M. Cdarrington laugh, the Ms. feel better
W do not want anything to happen. W want baby to come, fine and healthy, no
troubl e.

"Maybe we try too hard to keep you safe, yes? But it is because you
bring life to a house that has been dead for a very long tine. This is not a
good house. Not always. It has seen bad things, many tines.

"Some very bad things happen up there on the third floor. They nmake us
al | unhappy, even now, and afraid, too. Even so much later, we are stil
afraid. Please, Marri, do not go back along the corridor on the third floor?"
Her voice was pl eadi ng.

Marri | aughed and went back through the open door to take the floury
hand held out to her. "Wy, Hildy, | pronmised. And | pronise again. O course
| won't go there. But what did happen up there? Not knowing is worse than
knowi ng. My inmagination will nake up all sorts of horror stories until | know
the truth.”

Hi | dy chose her words with such care that her accent all but
di sappeared. "It is not my place to speak of my enployers' troubles. W have
been together for very many years, but still I amtheir servant. | have no
right to tell you things that M. darrington may not want you to know, so
soon.

"Per haps you have not seen that hesitation in him | know how it is
when you are young. You think always about naking a good inpression on others.
They al so, you m ght see, want for you to |ike them"

Mari se squeezed the big hand. "I will ask him then. You are quite
right, Hildy. | shouldn't have teased you or tried to worminformation out of
you. It wasn't polite, and it wasn't right." She hugged the plunp figure for
an instant, feeling the constant warmth and solidity of the woman.

"And don't try to fool ne that you're a servant. You' re one of the
famly if any of us are. W all come to you when we're depressed or restless
or just hungry! Don't sell yourself short!"

Hi 1 dy's high, tinkling laugh had followed her through the corridor and
out the front door.

Now t he bright curtains still made the rooml ook as if sun shone
out si de, even though the late fall day had turned gray beyond the w ndows.
Mari se thought of her joyous young self, wal king through this room the
corridors, all the other roons in this big pile of a house.

She had been unknowi ng, hopeful for the future. She had trusted fate to
gui de her correctly.

She chinked her dirty dishes together into the di shwasher, neasured
detergent, turned on the switch. O the eight people, famly and servants and
child, who had lived here together, only she remai ned.

Now she dared not set her foot outside the front door. Even though she
was healthy, still in early mddle age, she did not trust fate, or the world
or (and this she found it difficult to admt to herself) her own reactions and
abilities. The world m ght not be dangerous to her, but she was terribly,
frighteningly uncertain whether she night not be dangerous to it.

She sighed heavily and noved into the corridor, closing the door upon
the bright room Once nore the grateful shadows sheltered her

CHAPTER 5: QUTSI DE

Mari se dialed and listened to the ring at the office end of the I|ine.
One ... two ... three ... four ... Ms. Fisk was not her usual pronpt self,
taking all the calls to see what was goi ng on

"Clarrington enterprises. Ms. Fisk." The voice was sharper than usual

"This is Marise Clarrington, Ms. Fisk. Is Evan in? | need to speak



with him"

"He's not in this norning, Ms. Clarrington. I amtaking his clients
today. He went to Washington to | obby for the tinber bill. My | help you? He
left word it was time for your nmonthly call." There was an avid quality to
that voice, and Marise had a sudden realization that Fi sk had some unnatura
interest in her affairs. But what couldn't be cured nust be endured.

"Thank you, Ms. Fisk. If you don't mnd, | need to have ny usual order
of groceries delivered. | called ny order to the supermarket, and the manager
wi || have themready tonmorrow at noon. |If your young man will pick themup and
bring themout, | will appreciate it.

"I also have just mailed the instructions for the fall plantings at the
farm Evan shoul d have those tonorrow. | also need to see the bal ance sheets
on the entire operation, farm tinmber, securities, and the Trust, as well, as

soon as he has tine to prepare them" She heard a sharp intake of breath from
Fi sk.

"I'f he would Iike, he might bring those by. If he hasn't the tine, he
mght mail them Either is fine."

"But -- | understood that you don't go outside the front door. How do
you get your mail?" There was no excuse for the question except sheer
curiosity.

But Marise had | earned patience in a hard school. "I had a revol ving
mai | box installed, so | can pick up the mail w thout opening the door. Do be
sure to give himny nessage, Ms. Fisk."

Gertrude Fisk's voice came again. "OF course, Ms. Carrington. Is
there anything el se? Do you need anything special that needs a wonman's touch?
Cosnetics, for instance? |I'd be glad to oblige."

Mari se al nost | aughed aloud. "A hernit doesn't need to | ook beauti ful
nmy dear. But thank you. Sone nonth you might like to bring the papers for ne
to sign, yourself, and we can neet. Then you can tell your friends that you
have actually seen the recluse of Myrtle Avenue." And now she | aughed lightly,
trying to take the sting out of her words.

But she was left with an odd taste in her nouth. There was nore to
Gertrude Fisk than had heretofore net the eye.

CHAPTER 6: FATHER CLARRI NGTON S STUDY

Only twice a year did Marise enter the study that had bel onged so
intimately to Emanuel Carrington. Even now, it breathed with his presence,
the scent of his pipe tobacco lingering still. It had been ten years since he
left it for the last time, but she felt himin the roomwith an intensity that
was al nost pain.

The bi g mahogany desk still held his gold-trimed blotter, the pen
hol der, the gold wire of the open file where his nost pressing correspondence
was kept. She had left his |eather volunme of King Lear open on the corner of
his desk, as he had left it. She dusted under it on her tw ce-yearly visits
and then returned it carefully, still open to the page on which Lear's nadness
was made so pl ain.

That was probably a sign of her own | ack of nental bal ance, she often
t hought. Such minute attention to preserving the |ast remants of the past
shoul d not be possible to a healthy m nd

She could still renmenber the many long tal ks she had shared here with
the man who becane a second father to her. Hs rich voice seenmed to season the
very covers of the | aw books and reference volunmes that |lined the book cases.
She had never expected to find a father-in-law who was so nuch an integra
part of her life.

Emanuel C arrington had been, in a way, her nmentor. He had led her into
phi |l osophi cal fields that she had never considered before, and he had coached
her as she tackl ed endeavors she had never thought she woul d have the chance
to try. She neasured her physical adulthood fromher marriage to Ben. Her
intellectual maturity stemred from her father-in-Iaw

He had been very strong and very gentle. As she had prom sed Hildy she



woul d do, she had come to himw th her questions about that upstairs room He
had gone even pal er than usual when she asked about it.

"Sit down, Marise," he had said softly. "Did you close the door? Yes, |
see you did. Wwuld you like a sherry?"

"This early? Not quite, Father darrington!" She remenbered | aughi ng at
hi s expression.

Then she sobered as he replied, "Well, | would. | have to have
something to brace ne up when | think about ... certain things." He poured a
generous slosh fromthe cut gl ass decanter, and she saw that his hand was
unst eady. Then, holding the delicate glass, he went to earth behind the big
desk, as if seeking refuge.

Al ready, Marise felt guilty for troubling himw th her intrusive
qgquestion. This nust really be a painful subject for him

"Really, Father, if it distresses you |l can live without knowing. |I'm
getting to be fanciful, | think, partly because of the baby, | suspect. And
I"mnot used to so nuch |eisure. Idleness seens to be bad for ny character.”
She had smiled then and said, "Don't feel awkward about telling me that there
are some things | don't need to know. | didn't really realize what | was
asking you to do."

"No," he agreed, his voice sad. "But why should you be expected to? You
are, for better or worse, one of us now. It is your right to know, and we
shoul d have told you at once and had this painful thing behind us. But | hated
to do anything to upset the bal ance of things.

"Ben seemed so happy and fulfilled and relaxed that | hesitated to do
or say anything to upset you. It might have affected him W're not a
denonstrative famly, Marise. But we do care very deeply for each other."

"There sinply cannot be that big a skeleton in the darrington closet,"
she said, keeping her tone light. "I can't think of anything that woul d nmake
me | eave O arrington House."

"You don't know, child. You don't know, " he said. H's long, thin hand
shook again as he lifted the glass to his lips. Then he said, "You can't know
until | tell you, and I'mfinding it hard to begin."

Again he lifted the glass, draining it as if for courage. Wen he set
it down he clasped his fingers together and began, "You nust allow nme to go
back a bit in time. Mre than a bit, actually, for our problens as a famly
began i n Engl and.

"Qur people were very well to do, baronets in the Ei ghteenth and early
Ni neteenth Centuries. Like nost of their peers, they laid a | ot of enphasis on
material wealth -- |and, houses, horses, noney. They held onto those things
with an energy that deserved a worthier focus. For three generations, cousins
married cousins, so the estate mght grow to add adj acent hol di ngs.

"You, being a nurse, nmust know that inbreeding is a matter deserving of
caution. Strong genes can reinforce each other and make for strong people, but
defective ones can al so double up. And there was a flawed gene in our line. It
didn't show up for quite a long tine. It seemed for a while that the
Clarringtons were going to get away with their game of genetic roulette.

"They had many children, bright, forceful, aggressive young nmen and
worren who were ornanents to the breed. Sonme went into the arnmy and won nedal s.
Sonme went into Parliament and rmade several significant changes for the
betterment of the common people. My ancestors began to feel they were a
favored race, invincible and invul nerable.”

When she rose and filled his glass fromthe decanter, he nodded
absently, locked into that sad old history. He sipped again, and the w ne
seened to bring a bit of color back into his thin cheeks. "They were wong, of
course. In the third generation, all hell broke |oose.

"OfF six children in that generation four were eccentric alnost to the
poi nt of madness. One was nornal. One was quite dangerously insane. According
to the tradition brought to us by our own ancestor, the one seem ngly nornal
child in that brood, the sixth child nmanaged at a very early age to nurder two
of the four children who were nmerely odd and unusual. Al were ol der than



she.

"She?" Marise felt horrified fascination as the tal e unfol ded.

"She. Alovely little girl with the face of an angel, my father's
grandf at her used to say. But she had the soul of an inp fromhell. Her
agoni zed parents would not send her to Bedlam for they couldn't bear to send
her into such squalid and terrible conditions.

"At times she could be so adorabl e they could never quite bring
t hensel ves to believe her guilty of the horrible incident that took the lives
of her two brothers. It had to be sone sort of accident, they kept insisting."
He sighed and | ooked down at his blotter, then up at Marise.

"My ancestor, fearful of what m ght happen, gave up his inheritance and
cane to the new world. That was just as well for the continuance of the line,
for two years after he left, Carrington Hall burned to the ground with
everyone in the famly, including servants, trapped inside. Nobody had any
theories as to how the confl agrati on happened or why the outer doors were al
stuck fast, but he had his own dreadful suspicions."

Mari se shivered but managed to keep herself from | ooki ng appal | ed. "But
that's several generations in the past, Father. Surely there has been enough
adm xture of genes by nowto elimnate any taint there m ght have been.”

"You woul d think so," he agreed. "You would not be correct. My own
father had a twin brother. He was brilliant, a nusician and a mathenmatician in
t he exciting conbination that happens fromtinme to tine.

"When he was ten he made his debut at Carnegie Hall. The Juilliard
accepted himas a student instructor when he was twenty. \Wen he was
twenty-two, the arson squad in New York found that he had been setting fires
in the tenement districts in the city on the nights when he wasn't otherw se
occupied with nmusic."

That was too close for confort, but Marise still managed to control her
reactions. "What happened to hin? Was he sent into a nental hone?"

"He killed himself before his sanity could be exam ned," said Enanuel
H s fingers were pressed against the blotter so hard that even the nails had
turned white.

"Still, this was a couple of generations back. It's hardly an i nedi ate
cause for alarm And how does that connect with the third floor of this
house?" she asked.

"One of those rooms was his. He equipped it, hinself, with bars over
the wi ndows, for he was terrified of intruders, prowers, burglars. H's door
was studded with | ocks, and he killed hinself there. His famly had to shatter
the door to bits to get to him afterward. Too | ate, of course.”

She studied his face, now drawn and dreadfully weary. "There's

something else. | can see it in your eyes."
He drew a deep breath. "Yes, and that is the worst of all. | had a
sister, Clara. | always thought it a terrible name, Clara Carrington. But she

was lovely, with long brown hair, the black Carrington eyes. She was quick
tal ented, inmpish. | adored her."

He turned to stare out of the w ndow beside his desk, into the sunlight
angl ed across the garden. H s face was lined with pain.

"Looki ng back, it seenms she grew up in constant sunlight. | always see
her, when | remenber, dancing in the garden, round and round the rockery wth
the sundial in the mddle. Round and round and round.

"I went to join her, and when | took her hands to swi ng her around, as
she I oved for ne to do, | found that she had pounded the head of one of ny
pups with a rock and laid the little smashed body on the sundial. She was
danci ng around her victim Her sacrifice?"

He | ooked down again as if avoiding that dreadful sunlight outside.
"People lie to thensel ves, you know. | told nyself this was something children
often do. Abuse of animals is by no neans rare in the very young. They grow
out of it, | insisted to myself.

"But | always had a niggling doubt. | renmenbered those old tales ny
grandfather told about his fanmly, and they made me nervous.



"Until then I did not properly appreciate ny other sister, Angelina.
Li na. She was not pretty. Her talents were practical, unspectacul ar ones. She
gardened productively. She could make a room gl ow wi th beauty and confort, and

she coul d make anyone talking with her feel as if he were brilliant, witty,
sophi sti cat ed.
"She still does that. And she was the only one |I told about the

incident with the pup. W prom sed each other we would never nmarry and carry
on the taint we felt was living inside our little sister. W watched her
closely. Indeed, we were so careful of her that she grew into her nid-teens
wi t hout anot her problemconming to light.

"W conveniently ignored the fact that pets in our nei ghborhood tended
to di sappear frequently. One of the servants died, but we assured ourselves it
was of natural causes. The boy who hel ped the gardener becane very ill, and to
this day | have no idea whether that was natural or not, but he died in the
little cottage that used to stand beside the coach house. The incident
frightened us, rightly or wongly."

Softly, Marise asked, "You never told your parents?"

He shook his white head. "You see, we couldn't actually prove anything.
Not even that she had been the one who killed ny puppy, all those years ago.
W just felt in our blood and bones that the fanmly defect had cone down in
C ara.

"W forgot we rnust grow up and go away to live lives of our own. She
was still very young when Lina went away to school. | was sent to Harvard Law
School. We left her here with our parents and the servants and her governess."

"So she wasn't sent away to school ."

"No. We persuaded Father and Mother it was better to have her taught at
hone because she was too brilliant to waste tinme with standard teaching
nmet hods. And that was true. She was incredibly apt at everything, nusic, math,
writing, dancing.

"I managed to hint to Father that it would be wise to watch her
closely, but he misunderstood. | realized that too late. He thought |I was an
over-fond brother, jealous of possible suitors.” He al nost managed a snile

"And her room too, was on the third floor?" Mrise asked.

"Eventual ly, once it was obvious that she was too dangerous to all ow
her to mx with other people. By the time ny father realized it -- by the tine
I was mature enough to tell himfrankly what | feared -- a neighbor's child
had died. Beaten to death with a rock."

"Not near the sundial!" Marise gasped.

"No, in the garden of the house next door, where the vacant lot is now
He lived in the house beyond that, and children often played in the garden
for the old couple who lived there |l oved to have youngsters around them |
knew at once it had been no chance intruder who killed him Cara had
nmentioned himoften, before | left for college.

"That was when | flew home and confronted Father with everything | knew
and feared and suspected. By then, he had sone fears of his own, but it took
both of us to convince Mdther that Clara had to be confined."”

Mari se sat up straight, understanding at once. "In your uncle's room
of course. It was already barred, and the door wouldn't be hard to replace,
even nmore strongly than it was at first. Ch, ny dear nman! \Wat a tragedy for
you and your famly!"

He nodded. "Mich worse than a burden. Mot her never accepted the fact
t hat her youngest and nost beautiful child was a nonster. Not until entirely
too late did she believe her lovely Cara was dangerously denented. W | earned
she used to visit her secretly, though Father warned her never to go into the
room w t hout soneone el se there.

"Mt her was small, frail, nmuch like you. Clara was tall and slender and
very strong. The strength of madness? |'ve often wondered." He stood abruptly
and fetched the decanter again to refill his glass.

"You nmean ... she killed her own nother?" Marise's whisper was filled

with horror.



"It wasn't that neat and tidy," he said, his tone bitter. "She al ways
behaved wel|l when Mdther canme to see her. She made Mt her believe we accused
her unjustly and confined her for some strange, sick reason of our own. She
convi nced Mother that she was an innocent, inprisoned wthout cause, and
Mot her bought it.

"She wanted to believe that, and she connived with Clara to get her out
of the house with noney enough to take her to our aunt in Charlottesville,
where she coul d take refuge. She went up one night, when Father was asl eep
with cash, a traveling bag all packed, and a bus ticket to Charlottesville.
She intended to save this persecuted daughter." He shuddered.

"l have envisioned that night many tines, when | couldn't sleep. | know
Clara nust have nmet her with smiles and ki sses. But Father nust have waked for
some unknown reason. Perhaps his intuition was working overtime, but however
it was he went upstairs to make certain things were secure. He found dara
standi ng over Mther's body, still holding onto the stocking with which she
had strangl ed her.

"Fat her was big, |ike Hannibal, not just tall but bul ky and tough and
strong. He told me she cane at himlike a she-bear. He broke her neck with one
chop. Then he called the police chief, who was his old friend and school mat e.
He told himeverything and offered to go to jail right then if Nate Rivers
t hought it was right.

"Nate didn't. He got hold of the District Attorney and he and the
police chief got together downstairs and fixed up an 'accident.' It's mghty
convenient to have pots of old noney and an influential fam |y background.
There were friends in the right places to cover up a fanmly scandal

"Sometines | think it's entirely too easy. If it had all come out then
maybe we woul dn't be haunted by those old deaths even up to the present.
Madness and murder, that's our skeleton. It's a big one, don't you think?" He
| ooked intently at Marise.

She deliberately relaxed the tension in her neck and arns and back. She
t hought she nust have been hol di ng her breath.

"I see. No wonder you hate the thought of that roomup there. Logica
or not, those psychol ogical ghosts are haunting the whole area, and | can see
why Aunt Lina warned me about having children, too. But surely we're far
enough away by now so it's not such a threat?" She asked the question al npost
pl eadi ngly.

"I devoutly hope so," he said. He turned the glass in his fine fingers.
"The burden of such a heritage can be devastating, and | know it better than
nost. Lina has never understood how | could forget that and marry Elizabeth.
But | need not tell you -- falling in love erases a |lot of things from your
m nd.

"l wanted Elizabeth, needed her nore than air or water or even life.
Qur sons are the finest men I know, even if having Ben did nmean a lifetinme of
invalidismfor ny wife. We didn't know until Ben that the strain on her heart
was going to be so drastic. But | amnot sure that, even know ng what we know
now, we would not make the same choices again."

Mari se rose and put her hand on his shoul der, patting it softly. "
cannot be sorry you had Ben," she said. "Or Hannibal, either. He's |like one of
my own brothers. | was an orphan when | net Ben, and you have given ne a
famly to love. W'll think positively. Ben's baby and nmine can't be anything
but sound and strong, now can he?"

He had patted her hand then, but his eyes did not neet hers. "Surely
your child nust be. So rmuch | ove and so many good w shes are going to
acconpany himinto the world. W hoped to spare you the worry of this old
tragedy. We felt it wouldn't be good for you to have to deal with it at this
poi nt .

"W never neant to exclude you fromfamly secrets or to make you fee
i ke an outsider. Concern, not secretiveness, kept you fromthe third fl oor
roonms," he said, but she could see his fingers gripping the glass still.

"Clara's room has not been unl ocked since the nmen carried away her body



and Mot her's. Not cleaned, not straightened."

But not until much later did Marise know that of all the strange things

he had told her, only that had been a lie.
CHAPTER 7: THE CONSERVATORY

Marise still used the conservatory, although a number of the exotic
plants had died in the past ten years. O old age, she was sure, for she had
tended them faithfully as I ong as they | asted.

Now she planted spinach and tomatoes and cucunbers in the planters and
harvested her own sal ad greens and many ot her vegetables. She felt this m ght
be the only normal and healthy thing she did now The fresh scents soothed her
wounded spirit, and the feel of the soil between her fingers was conforting.

The wi de French doors of the dining roomopened onto the gl assed
encl osure, and she al ways drew a deep breath when she stepped through. A
nunber of ornamental vines and a few |long-lived shrubs in huge pots stil
lived to fill the air with their fragrance. This had been one of Mot her
Clarrington's favorite haunts, and Edenson used to bring her there to sit,
when she felt able to be up for a while.

Then there had been banks of tropical plants in long clay planters and
orchids hanging fromthe two palnms that still rattled stiff fronds at either
end of the room The danp fragrance seened to enliven the invalid, and she had
seened nore nearly normal there than anypl ace.

She had called Marise to her side one day, shortly before the baby was
due. "Come and sit beside ne and let nme hold your hand," she'd said. "I know
you rust be nervous -- | was terrified before Hanni bal was born. But perhaps
your generation has |lost the fears mine was heir to. The old wives tales | was
told woul d have frightened an Amazon, and | was certainly not a bold wonan."

Mari se perched on a stool beside the chair. "Remenber that |1'ma
nurse,"” she said. "I've helped to deliver many babies, and | have even
delivered themon ny own, at a pinch. Nobody can tell me anything | haven't
seen wWith ny own eyes.

"I amexercising, to make the birth easier. Ben and | are going to
Lamaze cl asses when he's avail able, and Lina goes with me when he isn't. |
hope to do this naturally, w thout anesthesia. It's better for the baby, you
know. But that will depend on how things go. Dr. Pell seems concerned with the
wi dth of my pelvis. I'mnot going to be hard-headed about it, for | trust his
j udgment . "

"CGood. That is always best, and we have trusted Dr. Pell for nmany

years. But | don't know whether to hope for a boy or a girl -- it's a shane
the sonogramdidn't showthat. | love little boys, but a girl would be Iovely.
My little girl..." she caught her |lip between her teeth and | ooked al arned

"But you had only the two boys, | thought," Marise said.

Ms. darrington | ooked down at her hands. "Yes. That's true. My little
girl ... died. | never really had her at all. | was so ill at the tine that no
matt er what happened | woul dn't have been able to take care of her, and
never got any better. Not really.”

She caught her breath sharply, as if in pain. "You cannot know, ny
dear, how many prayers | say for you and Ben. For your health and happi ness
and the child' s. W' ve been such a sad famly for so long, I'mafraid the
habit of fearing the worst is ingrained in us. You are good for us. | just
hope we're not bad for you."

Mari se tapped her armplayfully. "That's norbid! Think happy thoughts,
Mot her Ol arrington. That's what | am doi ng, and Ben is hel ping, when he's at
hone. He seenms so excited about the baby, but he's a bit apprehensive, too.
After what Father Carrington told ne about the famly heredity, | suppose
that's natural.

The woman's face turned ashy pale. She gripped Marise's fingers and
gasped, "Call Edenson. | must go up to bed. Happy thoughts ... they did ne no
good at all. Dear, do call Edenson!"

The nurse had wheel ed her away, her head | eani ng back against the tal



back of the chair, her hands too linp to work the controls. Al the strength
seened to have run out of her |ike water through a sieve. One pal e hand noved
feebly in farewell, as they passed through the French doors.

Sonet hi ng about that conversation |eft Mrise unsettled and uneasy.
There never had been any nention of another child in Ben's generation. Surely
her husband woul d have told her, if there had been

She knew Ms. darrington had been terribly ill after Ben's birth and
never could have another child, so this unnamed daughter woul d have to have
cone between Hanni bal and Ben. But she said she had been ill since that birth,
whi ch neant she shoul d not have had Ben at all. It was strange.

The baby had chosen that time to kick strenuously. She rose fromthe
stool to give it nore roomfor its efforts, and standing there, surrounded by
the sweet humid air, she had been thinking of nothing in particular. A feeling
of dim forebodi ng had been the worst of her sensations, when a sound cane to
her ears.

It was a soft, high voice, singing. A childish song quavered in the
air, perhaps a nursery rhyne. And it cane from nearby, somepl ace overhead
t hough she knew that was inpossible. Only the sky rose over the conservatory.
And, of course, the rear-nost roons of the third floor.

Mari se sank onto her heels and thrust her trowel into the dirt. Patting
soi|l around the roots of a newy transplanted al oe vera, she thought of that
childi sh voice. She could al nobst hear its echo, all these years afterward.

She shuddered, stood, and |left the room closing the French doors
firmy behind her.

CHAPTER 8: THE LI BRARY

If Marise avoided the study as much as possible, the library was the
room she dreaded with all her being. Though she loved to read and went often
to browse al ong the packed shel ves, she always entered it with a cold shudder
al ong her spine.

It was here she had found Hanni bal. That nenory woul d never | eave her

Littl e Ben was about five, she renenbered, and he had been with her
They were searching out easy reading books left fromhis father's and uncle's
chi l dhoods. Already, the child was reading well for one so young and so busy
with projects of his own.

She still felt his square little paw, warmin her hand, as she opened
the wi de door and snapped on the lights. Qutside it was a dismal Cctober day,
just right for reading together

The sturdy little figure ran ahead into the roomand turned toward the
| ow shel f in the corner where his own particul ar books were kept. She wandered
al ong the shel ves, taking down volumes at random and flipping through their
pages before repl acing them

She had been in the nood for a good, bloody nystery. Nothing as
| adyl i ke as Agatha Christie. Nor yet the aggressive macho of M ke Hamer. She
want ed somet hi ng refined and yet shivery. Ngaio Marsh? Yes, that was the
ticket.

She noved over to the long library table and bent to pull out one of
the red velvet chairs that sat solemly about it. Wen she gl anced over the
tabl e, her eyes |ooked directly down into Hannibal's. He |lay on his back
between the table and the wall of shelves behind it.

She knew death, no one better. A spasm of nausea shook her as she
stared into those unseei ng eyes. Hannibal, big and tough and endearing, was
lying dead on the library carpet, his face drawn into a rictus of pain. H's
hands were clamped tightly over his heart.

Mari se needed to scream to curse, to cry, but she did none of those
things. Wth iron control, she placed her book on the table, carefully
squaring its edge with that of the wood. She pushed the chair back into place,
conceal i ng Hanni bal's feet, which had pushed beneath the table.

"Have you found a book yet?" she called to Benjie.

"Two," he said with pride. "I think | can read these two." He rose from



his crouch before the shelves, clutching the books to his chest. He | ooked
entirely too much Iike Hanni bal! She choked down tears and smled at her son
H s bl ack eyes sparkled back at her.

She kept her control, though | ater she had wondered how she managed.
"Then let's go. You can take your books upstairs to the school room by
yourself, can't you? | need to speak to Grandpa a m nute."

He | ooked surprised and hurt, for they had planned to read together
"Go by the kitchen and tell Hldy | saidit's all right to give you two
cooki es. Just two, then upstairs. Al right?"

"Al'l right," he answered, with his usual good cheer. "Two cookies?
Choc- chi p?"

"Chocol ate chip," she agreed, controlling her need to hurry him away
fromthat dreadful room

When he trotted away down the hall to Hldy, she drew a deep breath and
stilled the shaking of her hands. She tapped at the study door, feeling a cold
[ unp of despair in her stomach. \Wat dreadful news she nust tell her
fat her-in-1aw

Emanuel had been sitting at his desk, and the | edgers were spread out
in orderly disarray all about him He | ooked up with an absent expression
"Ch, Daughter. Come in. Did you need somethi ng?"

He | eaned forward, |ooking at her nore closely. He rose and cane around
t he desk. "Marise, what on earth is wong?"

She | eaned agai nst the door. "I don't know howto tell you this," she
choked. "Hannibal..." but a small voice said fromthe doorway, "I go up now,
Mama?"

She turned and nanaged another strained smile. "You go up now,
sweet heart. | nmay be a while comng. You read to yourself until | make it, al
ri ght?"

When his small feet thunmped away up the stair, she felt the blood drain
away behi nd her eyes. Wthout speaking, she flopped into a chair and put her
head between her knees.

When the di zzi ness faded, she | ooked up to find Father O arrington
kneel i ng beside her. "Marise, what is it?"

"Hanni bal 's dead," she said without preanble. "In the library, behind
the long table. He ... looks as if he had a heart attack. H s hands are tight
agai nst his chest. Call Ben, Father. O whoever. | think I'mgoing to be sick
and that's disgraceful for sonmeone who has seen as much death as | have."

But she didn't get sick. Never in her life had she collapsed in an
energency, and that relief was denied her now She waited in the study,
wat chi ng her father-in-law call the forest nanagenent office

"Clarrington here," he said. "Put out a call for Ben, will you, Mark?
He should be out sonewhere in the pine plantation. Send someone out after him
if you need to. There's ... been a death in the famly."

A qui ck question squawked fromthe phone. "No, not his nother, thank
God. No, they're all right, too. Don't let it get out yet, but Hannibal just
died. Yes, a terrible shock."

He listened for a nonment and said, "Thank you, Mark. Yes. W will. God
bl ess you, too." He set the phone in its cradle and wi ped tears fromhis eyes.
Again he dialed. "Angus? Wll, is he there at all? \Were? Can you give

me that nunber? Thank you, Evie."

Hi s fingers trenbled on the dial. The buzz of the phone ringing was
audi bl e, even to Marise. She heard the click as the receiver was |ifted.

"Ms. Anderson? This is Emanuel Carrington. Is Sheriff Lederer there?
Yes, I'Il hold. | understand. 1'll wait."

He covered the mout hpiece with one hand and said, "Angus is out at
Anderson's, | ooking into sonething about a stolen tractor. She's getting him"

Mari se waited, nunmb and sorrowful. Information was going out, but she
seened unabl e to grasp anything except the fact that her bel oved
brother-in-law lay dead in the library.

She found herself wanted Ben desperately. If she could feel his solid



presence beside her, his arm about her shoul ders, she mi ght be able to take
hold with something like her old authority. She needed to take his hand, hear
his voice, for she couldn't even find tears.

Dry and enpty, she seemed drained of will and strength.

Emanuel was speaki ng again, but she had stopped hearing. Leaning her
head back against the |eather chair back, she closed her eyes.

After what seened a long tine, she felt a touch at her el bow She
opened her eyes to find her son's round face level with her own. He | ooked
sober but not frightened.

"Uncle Hanni's sick,"” he said. "I went to the liberry to put back a
book, and he's on the floor and he won't talk to ne."

"Ch, CGod!" she sighed. "Wy didn't | lock the door behind ne? Wiat was
I thinking about, not to make sure Benjie couldn't get back in there?"

Father darrington cane into the room though she hadn't known when he
left it. He | ooked at her, at Benjie. Then he bent and took the child' s hand.
"Come with Grandpa, ny boy. Yes, | know about Uncle Hannibal. W' ve called the
doctor and your daddy. Now you nust go up to your room for your Mama isn't
feeling very well, right now " He bent to kiss the ruddy cheek

“I"1l come up and tell you all about it, while we go. Do you want to
hel p Grandpa pull hinmself up all those steps? Fine. W'll get Hildy to fix you
m | k toast and hot chocol ate, and you can have your supper on the little
di shes in the schoolroom" He had a genius for nanagi ng children, and w t hout
protest the little boy went with him

Thankful Iy, Marise watched them|eave the room Then she squeezed her
eyes shut and forced her mind to work again. Her fam |y needed her. Letting
herself go into shock wasn't going to hel p anyone or anything, herself |east
of all.

She didn't quite understand why Hanni bal's death had shaken her so
badly, even unexpected as it was. But she had been very fond of the big nman,
dependent on his steady good sense and undevi ating cal m

She pull ed herself out of the chair and nmade sure she was steady on her
feet. A nurse nust not be guilty of letting go as she had just done. It was
weak and self indulgent. She turned to the door, went through into the
corridor, and stepped into the library again before she could change her m nd

There was a faint odor in the room famliar, for she had attended many
deat hs. That was usually present. She forced herself to cross the Persian rug
to the table and round its end to kneel beside Hanni bal's body. She shoul d
have checked it before now, even though she knew w t hout a doubt that he was
dead.

It should be done as a matter of form She touched the wist, which was
not yet entirely cold, though it had |ost the warnmh of living flesh. The
eyeballs were fixed, the irises without reaction. There could be no doubt.

H s expression puzzled her. Pain made strange things happen, sonetines,
at the end of a life, but why should he have | ooked so stunned with surprise?
This was not the surprise that the sudden agony of a heart attack should
cause, even though there had been no warning of any heart trouble before.

He | ooked just as if he had gl anced up fromwhat he was doi ng and seen
somet hi ng so unexpected and alarming that it sent himinto shock. But in this
solid house, filled with |oving people, that was an inmpossibility.

Kneeling there, she | ooked beneath the table, seeing the | ong wooden
foot rest that ran its | ength, between columar legs with |ion-paw feet.
Sonet hi ng glinted agai nst the garnet, purple, and blue of the carpet. She rose
and went around the table.

When she | ooked down, she found it was only a hair clasp. But it was
not hers. Al of hers were pale to match her hair. This was bl ack, and caught
init was a long strand of black hair, like Ben's hair and Hanni's. There was
no bl ack-haired woman in the house, and no one had visited themin weeks.

Wt hout asking herself why, she put the clasp in her pocket. Then she
heard the voice, that thin, childish voice, singing a tuneless nmelody. From
wher e?



She stared about her, but it was inpossible to place it. She shivered
and ran out of the room | ocking the door behind her

She still shuddered when she thought of that day. It had marked the
first break in the happy current of their lives, the first irreparabl e |oss.
Long ago she had noved the library table to cover the spot where Hanni bal had
lain, but it didn't really help.

She could still see those shocked bl ack eyes, flat with death but stil
hol di ng the shape of the terrible surprise that had triggered the last wild
spasm of his heart. Was it that which had shaken her mind fromits noorings?

Mari se took a stack of books fromthe small table near the door and
returned themneatly to their places. Then she began choosing others. If she
lived to be eighty, she would never be able to devour that entire collection
of books, which was a confort.

St acki ng her new choi ces, she went to kneel beside the shelf that stil
hel d Ben's childish books. Wth a gentle finger, she touched their backs. The
Jungl e Books. The Wnd in the WII ows.

She felt tears rising behind her eyes, and she rose abruptly and turned
away.

O all her losses, those of Ben and Benjie were still too painful to
bear. She took up her books and, once nore, |ocked the library door behind
her .

| NTERLOG THE WATCHER

The man felt that his surveillance was becom ng too obvious. He had
been watching for a week now, w thout any attenpt at conceal ment. He had hoped
to attract the notice of the wonman who had to live in that house, but there
wasn't the slightest hint she knew he was there.

O hers were not so blind.

More than one elderly person living in the nei ghborhood had stopped to
inquire if he were | ooking for some specific address. For a wonder, this old,

i sol at ed nei ghbor hood had escaped the blight nore accessible ones had
suffered, and they had no fear that he might be a drug pusher or a burglar
scouting out his next job.

He managed to di sarm suspicion by claimng to be an insurance
i nvestigator, checking the place out before his conpany wote a new policy. O
a former tenant's child, looking at his old home. He had no trouble with
telling any nunber of inventive and persuasive lies, but he knew he had becone
too noti ceabl e.

He approached the room ng house down the street that once had been a
twenty-room mansi on. Like nost of those along Myrtle Street, it had |eft
behi nd the days of large fanmlies and readily avail abl e servants and now was
cut up into many small apartnents, two or three roons set into what had been a
single | arge one. Though the exterior walls were solid stone, thick and
i mpervi ous, he found, once he was installed, that the new partitions were thin
enough to hear through

This was better than watching, for the old couple who owned the house
had nothing much to do to occupy their days. Each tenant was responsible for
hi s own housekeepi ng arrangenments, so the two di scussed every person wal ki ng
down the street. Mst |ocal automobiles were intimately known, for Myrtle was
a cul -de-sac, and each one that nmoved along the street was described, its
possi bl e destination surnmised, and its driver dissected as to character
prof ession, and possible flaws.

Sitting in the gri mroomhe had rented, he had heard his |andl ady tel
her husband, "The Trustee is late this nonth. He usually goes to see the Wdow
about the tenth, and here it is the twelfth and he hasn't been yet. | just
know she doesn't eat enough, there alone. That boy hasn't come with her
groceries, either. You don't suppose she's died in there, all by herself, do
you?"

"Now, Ellie, if she had we'd have seen sone kind of activity going on
They' ve got to check on her regularly, and we'd have seen police cars or an



anbul ance, I'msure and certain. No, she's all right. And don't think about
goi ng over there to inquire about her health. You renenber how short she cut
you off the last tinme."

The cracked voice said, "Well, | still think it'd be the neighborly
thing to do. You know, she's still a handsome woman, or was a year ago. It's
odd, because you'd think that living alone |like she does she'd | et herself go.
But no, she's still got the figure of a girl. Her hair's the prettiest pale

bl ond, clean and shiny, though all done up in a knot on top of her head.

"She doesn't wear a smidge of makeup, but | have to adnmit she doesn't
need it. Skin like cream You'd think all she went through would have |l eft her
| ooking Iike a beat-up old wonan, but it hasn't. Makes you wonder..."

"Ellie, if the police and the District Attorney and the sheriff, all
together, couldn't find any reason to suspect her, you know damm well there
was nothing to suspect. Let it alone. The poor woman has | ost everybody she
ever had and didn't even have any kin of her own.

"I don't blane her a mte for just shutting herself in and letting the
world go to hell. I'd like to do the sanme nyself, fromtime to time, if |
could afford to."

At that point they noved away and |left himto ponder what he had heard.
So she still | ooked the sane, did she? And she was still forthright to the
poi nt of bl untness.

That was interesting. Eventually, she was going to make his long wait
worth while. If, of course, he ever found a way to get into that solid stone
fortress of hers.

CHAPTER 9: FATHER CLARRI NGTON S STUDY

As Marise noved about the house on her regul ar cl eaning rounds, she
found hersel f assaulted continually by bits and pieces of the past. No matter
how securely she bolted the doors of her mind, fromtinme to tinme a sudden
glinpse of a room the odor of |eather or |enon polish or disinfectant could
send her back in an instant, into those grimyears that foll owed Hannibal"'s
deat h.

At | east once a year she cleaned faithfully, fromthe roons that had
been used on the third floor right down to the basenent. The first floor took
nost of her time, for she used the kitchen and the library, and she liked to
keep the parlor nice for the Trustee's visits, as well as the nmonthly
deliveries of the young clerk who brought her supplies. She always served them
cookies and tea or coffee there.

The second floor was not quite as well kept, and she frequently felt
guilty about that. Wen cl eaning there, she always began w th Fat her
Clarrington's room for it still felt like home to her. She had sat there with
hi m every day, after his stroke. She read to him wote letters to his old
associ ates, clients, or distant kin, took notes for the guidance of the Trust
that was assuming partial control of Carrington Enterprises.

The corporation was too rmuch for Ben, even with her hel p. She had
turned over nmuch of the managenent of the farmto a young ag-school graduate
she had hired soon after taking over, though she still kept the overal
planning firmy in her own hands. But the Trust nanaged the busi ness end of
the corporation, leaving Ben free to work with his bel oved trees.

Days and weeks and nonths overlapped in that room Every tine she went
into it she was assaulted with many inages. Father Clarrington sitting in the
deep chair, smling as she brought Benjie in for a norning visit, before
Hanni bal ' s deat h brought the stroke and devastating old age upon the old nan.
The high bed they had installed to make caring for himeasier still sat inits
corner. So many things..

She' d tapped lightly on the white-painted door. "Come in," he said, his
tone thin and light as that of a ghost. "Ch, Daughter, cone sit beside ne and
talk a bit. 1've worn out ny patience with my book

"Don't let thembring me any nore bestsellers, will you? Those idiots
can't wite! To sonebody who cut his teeth on Faul kner and Wl fe this is



not hing but drivel. | have no interest in the personal problens of a brainless
advertising executive."

She | aughed as she took the abused book. "I do agree. I'll bring you
Wat ership Down. That's one of your favorites, even if it bears no resenbl ance
what soever to Faul kner. Or perhaps it does, in a way." She had a sudden
t hought. "Would you like to reread Dickens? | think he might suit your nood,
for he had such a gritty sense of people and the world they lived in."

He reached for her hand and his thin fingers tightened about it. H's
bl ack eyes, gazing up froma pillow that was only just paler than his face,
t hanked her for her cheerful ness and apol ogi zed wordl essly for his
predi cament. Neither spoke, but he nanaged a snile

She had gone away to pick out a stack of books to amuse him nost of
those she read aloud to him when he becane too weak to hold themin his
trenbling hands. She'd been reading al oud on the day Benjie went exploring
onto the third fl oor.

The child's Iight steps hadn't broken into her concentration, but her
father-in-1aw seened to have preternatural senses when it cane to that part of
t he house. He broke into her reading. "Marri, sonmeone has gone up the stair

and down the third floor corridor. | think it rmust be Benjie. WIIl you | ook?"
He was paper-white. "I don't want himto cone to any harm and | don't want
himtroubled by ... anything out of the past. Besides, the floor is getting to

be spongy up there. Hildy told ne."

She dropped her book and hurried up to see. She had no wi sh for her son
to ask any questions about that unused part of the house, any nore than her
father-in-1aw had wanted it when she asked for herself. The thought of the

horror story he told her still haunted her, at times, though her sound and
sturdy child belied any hint of abnormality. Whatever happened in the |ast
generation but one was over and done with, she was certain. But still she

want ed no dark nmenories dredged up fromthe past.

Mari se peered down the corridor, which was dark, because the bul bs were
out in the tulip lanps that should have lit it and the draperies were closed
over the window at the far end past the angle. No snmall figure was to be seen
That nmeant Benjie, if it was he, had gone down the cross passage, and she had
never been down that way. H ldy's warnings and her own prom se had kept her
fromexploring this part of the house, particularly after she heard the old
tal es. She dreaded the thought of her bright, sunny natured child poki ng about
in those musty dept hs.

Mari se hurried over the dusty carpet w thout |ooking at the doors on
either side. The cross passage went the depth of a single roomto her right,
and she checked that before exami ning the long | eg of the passage to the left.
At the end of the way she could see nmovenent, alnost invisible in the shadows.

"Benjie?" she called. She noved toward the small shape in the shadows.
"Come to Mama, dear. You shouldn't be up here alone. Hildy says there are
spi ders. "

He cane, but very slowy, stopping once to | ook back at the door that
was part of the dead end of the corridor

"Come on, Sweetheart. We'll go visit Granpa. He was asking for you."
She held out her hand.

He nmoved then, rushing along the passage to bunmp his head agai nst her
side like a young calf. "It's dark up here, Mana. Wiy do they keep the curtain
cl osed? Wiy are all the doors |ocked? It's sort of scary, up here."

She gat hered hi m against her in a hug. "You are getting tall," she
said. "Well, Ben, we don't need all these roonms. It would cost a | ot of noney
to fix themup and keep them cl ean. What would be the use of doing that, just
to please a lot of spiders and m ce?

"Nobody wants to | ook at dusty carpets and cobwebby ceilings, so we
keep the curtains closed so they won't show if anyone cones up so far. See?"
She was rat her proud of her spur-of-the-nmonent invention

That had seened to be the end of it, yet something about her son's
visit to those forbidden passages had di sturbed her and gi ven her nightmares



that lasted, intermttently, for years afterward. |ndeed, they had recurred
until the ultimte horror that ended it all
She shook herself and returned to the present to take up her dust nop.

The hospital bed | ooned against the wall, and she ran the nop al ong the edge
of the hardwood flooring beneath it. A thin coat of dust had settled there
since her last visit. But she still felt chilled, for the thought of her

ni ght mar e persi st ed.

The first night after her son's clinb to the third floor she had
dreaned hi deous things. A voice, distant but very clear, had spoken to her
H deous things. Hateful, hating words.

"You don't belong here," it had said. "I will not have you here! |
tried to show you that, when you first cane, and you didn't understand. This
is my famly. This is my house. You are an intruder, an outsider. You're not a
Carrington, with your fair hair and bl ue eyes.

"Even Hil dy makes a fuss over you, and Father and Mther C arrington
do, too. Ben does, and Hanni bal did. Oh, yes, Hannibal did! But | fixed him
or made himfix hinself, which is the same thing."

The voi ce had gone on and on, thin and whining and terrifying, while
she had struggled to wake. But she hadn't been able to, try as she might. The
wor st had come at the end of that nightnare.

“I"1l get the child. I like children. You can't take himwi th you when
you go, but you will -- oh you will -- go!"

At | ast she was able to shake off sleep and get to her feet, there in
t he round bedroom she shared with Ben. He slept deeply, exhausted by his hard
work in the woods and the mlls. But she stood there, soaked with sweat in her
danp ni ghtgown, listening. She strained to hear, as if she might go on hearing
t hat denoni c voice, even while awake.

Strangel y enough, even at the time she had not felt fear. It had not
been one of those dreans that make you afraid of falling asl eep agai n because
it mght continue. No, she had been angry.

Nobody, real or imaginary, was going to force her out of her home and
away fromthe famly that had becone hers as truly as if she had been born
into it. And nobody was going to get her child!

She had gone back to sleep quite peacefully and dreaned no nore that
night. But it had returned with sone regularity fromthen onward. For years it
cane internmittently, |eaving her angry every tine. It had come, she
renmenbered, on the night before Father C arrington died.

She' d been reading al oud that evening, with Benjie tucked up in her
| ap, though he was getting to be a bit large for her to hold. He had been
seven, already in school, but he still loved to sit and listen to Shakespeare
and Di ckens and Thoreau, while she read to his G anpa.

It had been a warm eveni ng, and the w ndows were open. Though he had
become very weak, Father Carrington had seened to feel rather well, his eyes
twi nkling at the funny passages. He had reached out, fromtine to tine, to
touch his grandson's bare knee.

They read until Ben cane in fromthe woods. Then she ki ssed the old nan
good night and took Benjie away to his room After that she went to take Ben's
| ate supper out of the warm ng oven, for Hildy tired nore easily, now, and she
needed nore and nore help with her work.

Ben was in high spirits. The mlls were busy, and his theories on
repl anting the selectively cut forests were proving to be sound ones. The two
of them had tal ked far into the night and they fell asleep at |ast, between
sent ences.

But after a few hours she waked. This was not a dream she felt
certain, though nobody ever seened to believe it, afterward. The voice was
there, that sane hateful voice and the same hateful words.

This time Marise was not disoriented with sl eep. She knew soneone was
speaking to her, standing on the | anding outside her sitting roomdoor. There
had been no doubt in her mind as she threw on a robe and clattered down the
Six steps into the round room bel ow.



It took a noment to unfasten the bolt on the door, but she hurried as
much as possible. Yet when she | ooked out into the dimlit stairway, there was
no one in sight. She stood there, panting, shaking with fury, and listened
intently. Perhaps it had been at that point her nind began playing tricks on
her .

She did not sleep well the rest of that night. Something besides the
abrupt waki ng troubled her, and she rose early, leaving Ben to sleep |ate.
Hldy, too, was late, so Marise prepared breakfast for herself. As Hildy stil
didn't appear, she nmade those for the rest of the household, too, putting food
for Mother darrington and Mss Edenson into the warm ng oven. Then she t ook
the tray with mlk toast, weak tea, and jamand went up the stair to Father
C arrington's door.

Her tap was not answered, so she opened the door gently to see if he

was still asleep. At first she thought he was.

"Fat her? Are you awake? |'ve brought your breakfast," she had
whi sper ed.

Setting the tray carefully on the bedside table, she turned and bent
over the still shape on the bed. Hi s eyes were closed, quite peacefully, and

one pal e hand |lay outside the covers. She could see the tracks of needles
marking the thin arm and she thought of all the shots she had given himfor
his pain. The cyanosis dyeing his skin was clear

Tears canme to her eyes, and she pulled the sheet over his face before
realizing that this unattended death nust be investigated by the Coroner. So
she put things back as they were and stepped back

This time she behaved |ike a professional. No vaporings, no numbness,
as she had experienced with Hannibal's death. Yet the pain was no | ess real
And she knew she nmust call Ben at once.

He had been devastated. She had known how cl ose he felt to his father
but she hadn't quite realized the depth of his feeling, particularly since Ben
lost his brother. Yet her husband pulled hinmself together, called the doctor
the coroner, and did everything right. Al the tine she could see him bl eedi ng
qui etly inside.

Toget her, they went to see his nmother, which had been the npbst painful
thing she had ever had to do, up to that tine. As they nmoved up the stair, Ben
touched her shoul der.

"Did you give Dad a shot |ast night?"

She thought backward. Sometines it was hard to recall whether she
renenbered if it had been that night or a week ago, so regular was the
routi ne. Then she called to mnd the chart, which she kept as neticul ously as
i f she had been working in a hospital

"No," she said. "He seened to be fairly free of pain, for once, and
just gave himhis sleeping pill. No shot. Wiy do you ask?"

"I found this on the floor. | alnpst stepped on it, in fact. Is it the
ki nd you' ve been using?" He held out a syringe with a disposable barrel, stil
attached. There was the residue of sonmething sticking inside the barrel

Marise took it and held it to the nearest lanp. "It's an extra fromthe
cabinet,"” she said. "I always dispose of the enpties after | use one. Wth a
child in the house, it's the only safe thing to do." Then the inpact of his
qgquestion hit her.

"Ben, nobody could have ... would have..."
He was pale, his black eyes burning. "There's sonething we nust talk
over, later. | didn't think it would ever be necessary, but now | know better.

There is soneone who would and could, if there was an opportunity."” He groaned
softly and put his arm about her shoul ders.

"W shoul d have told you, right off. We just hoped ... |like a bunch of
ostriches. W hoped the problem would never come to light or that it would ..
go away. You'll understand later, when I tell you."

M ss Edenson had just finished brushing Elizabeth Carrington's hair
for the morning, and the invalid was sitting upright in her own hospital bed,
her back propped, her knees elevated to help her circul ati on. She | ooked |ike



a doll that sonme child had arranged and then gone away and forgotten

When she | ooked toward the door and saw the two of them comi ng, she
went even pal er than usual. Edenson's glance followed her patient's, and the
nurse went quickly to the woman's side and turned to face them She seened
ready to protect her charge from sone sort of attack

"Mt her." Ben took her hand and touched her hair. Then he | ooked
guestioningly at the nurse. "Mdther, | have sonething sad to tell you. Dad's
gone. In the night.

"Marise found himjust a few m nutes ago, when she took his breakfast
in. W' ve called everyone necessary, and you don't have to worry about
anyt hi ng except staying well yourself."

Eli zabeth d arrington closed her eyes tightly for a |l ong nonent. Then
she opened them and said, "Was it a ... natural death?"

Mari se junped. That was a strange question, knowing howill the old man
had been for so long. It was not a question she woul d have expected from her
nmot her-in-law, particularly at such a tine.

Ben's answer was even nore of a shock. "I don't think so, Mther. |
found a needle on the floor. There was sonething still in the barrel, and |I'm
goi ng to have Mark get somebody in the lab to analyze it."

Ms. Carrington let out a ragged breath that sounded al nost |ike a
death rattle. "I've known for years she could get out, Ben. Not always, and we
never knew exactly how she nmanages to, but she does get out.

"Hanni bal woul dn't believe me when | told him and | think that killed
him Your father didn't want to believe, and it has probably killed him too.
She won't rest until she has done her worst. You know it and | know it. You
have to tell Marise."

She was turning blue, even as she spoke.

"Edenson!" Marise said. "Her nedicinel Quickly!"

The nurse nmoved with accustoned speed, and soon the shot was easing the
attack. Once his nother was asleep, Ben took his wife's hand and | ed her away.
Mari se had dreaded hearing what he was going to say, for in sonme way she felt
it endangered everything she knew and cheri shed.

And it did. Indeed, it did.

CHAPTER 10: THE ROUND ROOM

Mari se had spent a good part of the intervening years trying to forget
or suppress the menory of what Ben told her, when they reached their snug
sitting roomat last. The happi ness she had known in the tower apartnent was
too precious to allowit to be tainted by the terrible thing her husband had
sai d.

Even after the |ast anguished confrontation there, a major act of will
all owed Marise to continue living where she had lived with Ben. She stil
m ght turn, sometines, to envision his face there, hear his voice.

But then he had been al nost as pale as his father. He stood before the
tiny hearth, facing the rocking chair in which he had placed her. She knew
fromthe tension in his hands and neck how hard it was for himto speak

"W' ve been cowards. Cowards and fools and villains," he began. "I
suspected it fromthe first, but when you' re faced with the kind of agony this
fam |y has known for generations, you don't always do the w se thing.

"You asked nme once why | stayed away from home for so |long before I got
sick and you saved ny life and gave ne the courage to conme back here. You
could see at once that the bunk | told you about quarrelling with ny father
wasn't true. | saw it in your eyes.

"No, it wasn't problenms with Hanni or Father or Modther or Aunt Lina
that drove ne away. There was another reason, one that affected nme nore than
anyone else in the famly, | was sure, though now that seens egocentric.
Everyone suffered, and | was the only one to run away."

Mari se stretched her hand toward him trying to touch, to confort him
"Why, Ben? | have begun to suspect, but the tinme has cone for hard facts, not
intuition. Is there still someone | ocked up there in that third floor roon®"



He took her extended hand and gripped it tightly. "Yes." He swal |l owed
l oudly, unable to say nore for a nonent.

His fingers tightened painfully around hers. She | ooked up quietly,
wai ting, though dread filled her. She breathed deeply, trying to remain calm
whi | e her husband regai ned his control

"Who is it? Ben, | can see you ve kept it back so forcefully that it's
al nost i mpossible for you to get the words out now, but the time has cone. Not
only for me; we have to do our best for Benjie, too."

Col or was coming back into his face as he sighed. "Right. I'll put it
to you straight. I, too, had a twin. A sister. That was why nother had such a
hard time with the birth, why it strained her heart alnobst fatally."

Mari se understood at once. "Once your nother said she'd had a little
girl, but | assumed that was a stillbirth."

He shook his dark head. "No. A double birth. Benjam n and Penel ope. Two
dar k-eyed children who lived the first few years of their lives together as
only twins can seemto do, thinking together, acting together. W adored each
other ... or at least | adored her. There's no way to be certain what her
feelings for me mght have been. Not now.

"Li ke so many in our unhappy line, we were bright, healthy, happy. W
wer e hard-headed, of course, as all Carringtons seemto be, mad or sane. But
we seened normal, whatever that is. For years things were fine. Then we went
to school. | loved it, but Pen hated it fromthe first day."

Mari se was still, quiet, waiting. That was all she could do to make
this easier for him

"They put us in different classroons, which seened to be their policy
with twins. They'd found, | learned later, that it nade for greater
i ndependence for both children, which seens sensible. | mssed Pen, naturally,
but there was so nmuch to do, so many children to get to know, new things to
learn that | didn't make a fuss. We had plenty of tinme together after school

"I thought she was having as much fun as | was." He stared out of the
wi ndow, across the garden bel ow, where tree shadows streaked the grass with
purple. "Ri ght down there beside the rockery |I |learned the truth.

"' They don't want ne any nore!' she yelled at me. 'They' ve taken ne
away from hone and away from you, and they've put ne with dunb kids who don't
i ke ne.’

"I tried every argunment |'d heard our parents use for going to school
but she didn't listen, to ne or to anyone else. Ever. Anything that didn't
conformto her iron convictions of what was right, which meant what she
want ed, never penetrated her skull

"She called ne a traitor. She thought, | learned at that nmoment, that I
bel onged to her totally, body and mind. | had no right to enjoy school alone,
to know any child except her, to play ganes she refused to | earn. Wen
obj ected, she picked up a rock off the rockery and tried to brain nme with it.
W were seven years old, Marri."

She stood and took himin her arns. H s head came down and she felt his
cheek against her hair. Tears trickled onto her scal p.

"Of course you told your parents!" she said.

“I ran for ny life. Father was in his study with the nanager of the
lunber mlls. Wien he | ooked up to see ne standing in the door, wld-eyed,
with a bruise the size of an egg on ny forehead, he dismssed the fell ow
al nrost rudely. The first time | ever saw himshort with anyone in ny life.

"Then he took me on his lap. | felt himshaking when | told himwhat

happened. That was when he told ne about O ara. About themall, the warped,
twisted Carringtons going all the way back to the old country. He warned ne
of the flaw in our genes that made it dangerous to have children at all, even

t hough those wi thout the taint were usually fine people.™

He held her at armis length and | ooked into her eyes. He was sol emn,
his eyes shadowed with concern. "Marri, | needed you, wanted you. |If that damm
doctor hadn't been convinced |I'd be sterile and told ne so, I'd have told you
at once so we could take precautions. Before we married, of course, because



I"'mnot that big a fool or a villain. But | thought we had tinme -- years, he

said it mght be -- before we had to think about having children
"We'd already talked it out, and you seemed content that there m ght
not be children at all. | thought we were safe.”

"W are," she said. Al the conviction she could nuster strengthened
her voice. "Benjie is fine and sane and normal. There never was a healthier
child, one nore bal anced and cheerful than he is. Don't torture yourself with
i mpossibilities, Ben. Not with all the rest of the pain you' ve been handling
al one. Why didn't you let ne help you?"

He shook his head. "W never said anything anong ourselves, even. It
wasn't exactly a conspiracy of silence, keeping you fromlearning our secret.
It was nore the fact that all of us |oved you and wanted you to be happy,
wi t hout a cloud on your horizon.

"You seened so content and so confident that we couldn't bear to do
anything to spoil things for you. And then when there was the baby coning
wi t hout warni ng and against all the odds, it was too |late.

"That woul d have been a dreadful worry for a pregnant woman, one you

didn't need to have to cope with. | know you too well to think you' d have
consi dered an abortion, and without that option there was no point in telling
you. | think you may agree with nme there."

She nodded, understanding wi thout agreeing at all. But there was no

need to trouble himfurther

"To this day, Penelope lives in that roomup on the third floor. The
one the poor young man killed hinmself in. The same one where C ara strangl ed
her nother and died at the hands of her father."

Mari se shivered. "No wonder Hildy nearly fainted when | said I'd go
expl oring back along that corridor. No wonder Father had his ear cocked in

that direction, listening for any sound Benjie night make if he explored the
upper story. How you could all live with such horror in your lives w thout
showi ng the strain ... | can't understand it." "W ve been doing it for

generations,"” Ben said. He sounded infinitely sad and incredibly weary.

Then Marise thought of the inplications of her nmother-in-law s words
earlier. "Ben, how does she get out? Your nother said she has known it for
years. How could she escape froma third floor roomw th barred w ndows and,
woul d think, |ocks on the outside of the door?"

Ben shook his head. "We've tried and tried and never figured it out. W
t hought that had stopped, for it didn't happen for years. Then when Hanni
died, |I felt in my gut he'd come face to face with her and the shock was too
much for him There's no telling what she said or did to kick himover the
edge.

"We've had Andy watching the door every night since you cane. That
worked fine for a long tinme, but you know too well that Andy is getting worse
all the time. He used to be able to function normally even when he was drunk
as an ow. Now he's not handling it very well, but he's so terrified of her
he'd never neglect to check the locks. | just can't think how she got out."

Marise felt the blood drain fromher face. "Benjie went up there once,
years ago. Father heard him sonmehow, and sent nme to check. Benjie was al nost
to the door down at the end of the cross corridor. He seemed to be fascinated
by it, though | couldn't see too well. It's very dark up there. What if he
unf astened a | ock? Just through curiosity? She m ght have gotten out then...'

Ben cl osed his eyes. "Father could always hear a fly wal king on the
ceiling. Thank God he could hear a little boy's feet on a carpeted stair.
don't want to think about what m ght have happened if he hadn't. For that is
Pen's door, and it has bolts on the outside, not |ocks." He opened his eyes
again and stared at her, but he was seeing sonething inside his own m nd

"Mt her has al ways been terrified of fire. She was afraid that if the
house caught, Pen m ght burn to death while sonmebody searched for keys. A
child could open that door fromthe outside."

Now, standing in the mddle of her sitting room Marise felt a |ong
shudder shake her mi ddl e-aged bones. They had been so certain, then, that they



coul d manage the probl em and make Benjie safe fromhis aunt. Ben went at once
to the upper floor and checked the bolts on his sister's door

She knew, for she went with him They had bundl ed Benjie off to school
as if things were normal, and both had clinbed the stairs, wondering what they
woul d find at the end of the corridor.

But the bolts had been fastened. The nonment Ben touched the wood,
sliding the top bolt back and forth to check it, a voice sounded fromthe
ot her side.

"Who's tapping at ny door? Father? Edenson? Andy? Hi | dy? Have | guessed
right?" The tone was |ight and childish, and Marise felt sure that was the
voi ce she had heard when she thought herself going round the bend.

Ben answered, his voice quite steady. "Only Ben, Penny. |'m just
checking to see everything is secure. Andy will bring up your breakfast soon
Do you need any new books or painting supplies? You just let me know, if you
do." Hs face was taut, the lines from cheekbone to chin deep and agoni zed.

"I need alizarin crimson," cane the reply from beyond the door. "And
viridian. You nmight get some nore of those canvas panels, the ones that are
already stretched. It's easier than doing it myself, but mnd you get the good
canvas, not the cheap kind."

“I"1l make sure it's done. Take care, dear." Even in the poor light of
t he shadowy hall, Ben | ooked suddenly old, as he turned to | eave.

Marise felt a jolt of pity, for the girl as well as for Ben. "She has
talent, too? Like the nusician and poor little C ara?"

He pl odded beside her as if infinitely weary. Wen he spoke it was
quietly, with an undertone of tragedy. "Yes she has. Fantastically. Father has
sent some of her work to an agent in New York, and some is in a gallery there
right now W sell a piece fromtine to tine and put it into a trust for her

"Her work is ... an acquired taste. It frightens me, for one, but it's
bright and fierce and conpelling. There is a growing followi ng, believe it or
not, and critics have been wildly enthusiastic, on occasion. W have spread
the story that she is crippled and house-bound. That isn't really alie, is
it?" Hs smle was crooked, but it was there.

Again in her lonely present, Marise shivered. Wuld those nmenories
never fade and | eave her to do the sane?

CHAPTER 11: HANNI BAL' S ROOM

As she went about the house on her regular cleaning run, every door
held a nenory that distressed Marise. There was not one she disliked opening
nore than the door to Hannibal's room not even the library held sadder
nmenories, though she had sel dom opened that door when her brother-in-law was
alive. Hanni bal was one of those vital, busy people who keep noving unl ess
very ill or sound asleep. Their frequent conversations had taken place
principally in the parlor in the evenings or in the library, and she recalled
themw th pleasure. H's was an acute mind, full of odd facts and unexpected
observations. Every exchange with himwas one from which Marise cane away
feeling she had | earned sonethi ng val uabl e.

As his work dealt with the | egal and investnent aspects of the
C arrington business enterprise, he had done nost of his work at home. The | aw
of fice he maintai ned i n downtown Channing was for his private practice, which
he cheerfully neglected, |eaving much of the work to his young partner
Nevert hel ess, she knew he had stayed on top of any case with which his partner
was concerned, and she knew that Hanni had possessed that brilliant 'edge' her
Ben had, though it was focused in a different direction.

Once Hanni had said, "Ben is a genius with trees and grow ng things. He
seens to feel sap in his veins, instead of blood, and he can tell the
foresters when a blight is taking hold of a piece of tinber |and before any
outward sign can be found. They marvel at him" He'd | aughed his rich |augh

"He can al so feel what the housing market is going to do before either
| enders or builders have a clue. | don't have a scrap of that sort of
intuition, though I use his constantly in our work. |I'mjust a stodgy old



| awyer, incapable of flights of brilliance.”

That wasn't true, of course. Hanni had a sense of people to rival Ben's
under st andi ng of grow ng things. Though he never called any names, her
brother-in-law told wild tales about his clients' affairs, his coments
cutting to the bone.

“I'f I could make hi m see why he's behaving |like a four-star ass,
think he'd straighten up," he said of one young millionaire who was about to
take on his seventh liability for alinony.

"I've deci ded people don't want to behave sanely. |'ve conme to the
conclusion that sanity is conpletely out of style, though perhaps one with ny
heredity shouldn't say such a thing."

Mari se remenbered | aughing in spite of herself. Wo except Hanni woul d
have joked about the tragedy of his famly's history? But if she had known at
the tine how very tragic that was, she would never have | aughed, she now knew.

That conversati on had taken place in the library, of course, but now
she nmust go into his enpty bedroomto clean, and she hated the thought. It had
been there she had net Penel ope, face to face, for the first tine.

Hanni bal had been dead for four years, Father Clarrington for two.
Benji e had been al nost nine, growi ng very quickly and nmaking a start at
becoming as tall as his father and grandfather. To her satisfaction, he had
seenmed sturdier than either, and she could see a hint of her own father's
solid squareness in his small body.

At that tinme Marise was in her md thirties, still soundly convinced of
her own health and sanity. She had taken on as nuch of the household duties as
she coul d manage, along with the farmand her famly, and she nade it a point
to visit her nother-in-law as often as possible.

H | dy was getting feeble, and rheumati sm had begun to bother her badly,
the pain affecting her disposition. She even snapped at Andy, when he ventured
into her kitchen. Once she even lost her tenper with Benjie, which told Marise
how much pain troubled the old cook. Marise had volunteered to clean the upper
floors of the house, though she never bothered with the unused roons. That
woul d have been foolish, given the short-handed condition of the househol d.
What was done there, Andy did without nention or supervision. She also carried
up her nother-in-law s neals on the occasi ons when M ss Edenson was away or
was too busy to come down after them

VWil e upstairs, she usually inspected a few chanbers for danp, dust,
and the mldew that crept into walls and carpets because of the danp southern
climate. It had been on such an errand that she came into Hannibal's room
using the key she now carried in the pocket of her coverall.

To her shock and di smay, she found someone inside the room she been
certain would be enpty. A tall stocky woman, bl ack-haired and bl ack-eyed,
stood there. She was dressed in faded jeans and a paint-sneared snock. It
could only be Penel ope, and Marise felt sudden terror as those sharp eyes
skewered her, inspecting her fromhead to heel

She was speechl ess, backing away toward the door, when the woman spoke.
"Where is ny brother Hannibal? This is his room and even if he's out his
t hi ngs shoul d be here. Who're you? The new mai d?"

Then the bl ack eyes narrowed. "No. You're the one who drove hi m away,
aren't you? You took my brother Ben away fromme, too. | knew you woul d as
soon as | heard about you." Her voice grew shrill with fury.

"You took ny Ben. You took my father. You are taking away ny hone every
day, and now you have done sonething to get rid of Hanni. You're an evil,

wi cked woman. | heard all about you from Andy, just after Hldy read the
tel egram

"He knows about wonen |ike you who nurse rich men and get theminto
their clutches and marry them And don't | ook so innocent -- you can't foo

me, though you do seemto |lead the rest around by their noses."

Mari se wat ched her as she backed very slowy and cautiously toward the
open door. She tried to smle, but her face was so stiff it felt it mght
crack with the effort. She had to say sonething, pretend things were safe and



normal , or who knew what this nmadwonan m ght do?

She gauged the distance | eft between her and the doorway. "Ben tells ne
you are a fine painter," she ventured. She took another soft step backward.
"He says your work sells well in New York. | would | ove to see sone of your
pai ntings some tinme." She knew she was babbling, but her tongue seened to have
taken over the task of concealing her fear

Penel ope | ooked down at her disdainfully. Her raven-w ng brows rose
sardonically. "Don't think you can flatter ne. | amtotally above that sort of
thing, and the only reason | don't choke the life out of you at once is the
fact that you gave Ben a son."

Marise felt herself jerk, though she tried to control it.

"Don't flinch. I know about Benjie. | know about everything that goes
on in this house, fromtop to bottom and nobody can keep ne from findi ng out
what | want to learn. They've tried for years to keep ne | ocked away in ny
roomall the time, but they've never figured out how | manage to get out.
get out whenever | want to, remenber that.

"No, Marise, | know all about your son. | like little boys, and | see
himplaying in the garden on fine days. He's a lot |ike ny Ben was at the sane
age. Wien | want him he'll be mne. Just wait and see." She | aughed, a | ow

chuckl e that held great hunor and charm

"Ben was mne, you know," she said. "Hanni was too old, too big, too
grown up. | couldn't manage himthe way | could nmy twi n. Hanni was cruel to
me, you know. He bought all new | ocks, and it took ne ages to | earn how to get
out again. Wen you canme he used to check ny door every day, so nothing | did
was any good.

"He stood outside and sang your praises until | nearly went mad.
hat ed Hanni bal, you know. | still do, but he's ny brother. A darrington. He
belongs to me, like it or not. What have you done with hin®"

She noved toward Marise, sheer nenace in her expression. Marise backed
anot her step toward the refuge of the hallway behind her, but she knew it was
too late to run. She had to use shock tactics.

"Penel ope, Hannibal is dead. Don't you remenber? | suspect it m ght
have been you who surprised himin the library. He woul dn't have expected to
see you, after taking such care to keep you confined. He nust have inherited
your nother's bad heart, though nobody seened to suspect it. He died in the
library, whether or not you were there."

Penel ope | aughed. The sound brought Marise's neck-hairs upright.

"I did give himsuch a start," she crooned. "Poor Hanni thought he had
me fixed at last. He was so sure | was | ocked away and forgotten and hel pl ess.
He didn't count on..." she stopped short and peered suspiciously at Marise.
"But | nustn't give away ny little secrets, now nust |?" she asked, her tone
si ckeni ngly coy.

Mari se found her fear replaced by anger. "That shock killed your
brother, so it was you who sent himaway, not |I. It was | who found himlying
on the carpet, his hands on his chest. H's eyes were filled with astoni shrment,
though | didn't know what could have caused it at the time. Now | do know. "

"He thought he had nme safe and sound, but that was not entirely true.

was a surprise, but the thing I told himwas much, nuch worse. | wll never
forget his face." Again that laugh chilled Marise to the marrow.

"So he died? Yes, | seemto renenber now. There was a funera
downstairs. | heard everything that was said, you know. Nothing can be kept

fromme. The ducts run through the walls, up and down." Penel ope sidled
cl oser, for now she too seemed to have thought of the open door

"I'mfaster than you -- faster than anyone. You can't get to the
corridor before | do, and if you run I'll catch you. | get ... excited when I
chase people. Alittle girl ran fromme once, and | got excited. That was when
they locked ne up in that roomon the third floor. | hate those bars!"

Fri ghtened as she had been, Marise felt a stab of sudden pity for her
sister-in-law. None of this was any of her doing. Those greedy ancestors back
in the old country had sowed a shocking crop, and their unfortunate



descendants nust harvest it, like it or not.

Wth cold certainty, Marise knew she stood in nortal danger. The wonman
was set to explode |ike a bomb. Cal cul ating her chances, Marise whirled and
fled through the door and the sanctuary of the corridor. She barely nade it,
for Penel ope's heavy body slamed into the door just behind her, as she turned
to lock it.

She couldn't hold it shut. She felt it wenched from her grasp and
jerked open frominside. Marise gasped and ran, shouting for help. Hldy and
her husband were far away downstairs, deafened by circunmstance and al cohol
But Edenson was near by, though the nurse might not come to her aid.

As Marise neared Mother Carrington's door, it opened and the nurse's
face appeared in the crack. "Help me!" she panted. "Penel ope's |oose, and
she's after me. | think she intends to kill ne."

Edenson scowl ed and shut the door with a snap, alnmpst in Marise's face.
The sound brought her to her wits, and she paused in mid-flight.

Mari se turned to face her pursuer. Not for nothing was she trained in
one of the best nursing schools in New Engl and. She knew how to handl e the
heavi est invalid, the nost violent delirium She knew how to deal with nadnen.

Penel ope, seeing her stop, slowed cautiously, warily. She was nuch
taller and heavier than Marise, though, and that seened to reassure her. She
| unged forward at |ast, hands out, reaching for her prey.

Mari se sidestepped neatly, tripping her antagoni st with one knee, and
sl ammed her el bow behind the big woman's neck as she bent to catch her
bal ance. Penel ope went down with a thud.

The stubborn anger she must have inherited from her peasant ancestors
was running in Marise's veins. She didn't wait for help to come. Instead she
reached for the big vase of dried grasses that sat beside Ms. Carrington's
door and caught it up in one hand, though the wei ght shoul d have been
prohibitive.

She swung it around and heard it shatter against Penelope's skull wth
a satisfying crunch. At |ast the woman sl unped at her feet, unconscious or
nearly so.

The sound of feet on the stairs caught Marise's ear, and she noved to
the head of the flight. Andy was rolling upward drunkenly, and a gasping Hildy
followed him

“Marri! Did Pen..." Hildy's voice trailed off as she reached the
corridor and saw the nmess near Ms. Carrington's door. "My God! |Is she dead?"
Marise still remenbered | eani ng agai nst the ivory satin wall paper
"No," she'd said. "She's just knocked out. | found her in Hannibal's room and

she accused ne of driving himaway. Then she admitted she had surprised himin
the library. She may or may not remenber that he died, though I told her just
now. | think things come and go in her mnd

"She wanted to kill nme, and | ran, anyway." She'd stared at Mbther
Clarrington's door with sone bitterness. "Don't ever call on Edenson for help.
She sl anmed the door in my face, when | called out."

Hi | dy frowned. "She does not like you. | think it is because you are a
nurse, and she feels you might take her work fromher." Hildy bent over the
unconsci ous worman. "Andy, you cone here this nonment. W nust get her into her
own pl ace before she wake up. Miuch trouble there will be if she is awake. You
agree?" She asked Mari se.

"I do agree. Let me help you lift her. Andy, you reach under her other
side. Hldy doesn't need to lug all this weight up a flight of stairs. Ready?
Nowl " She heaved, and they got the heavy body up, catching her under the arns
fromeither side.

They started upward, Penelope's feet draggi ng, toes down, on the
carpet. They left a pair of furrows in the velvety nap, and Marise, glancing
back, thought those | ooked strangely sad.

It was a long clinb, and Marise felt her breath com ng short before
they reached the top. It was a | ong way down the corridor, too, and into the
cross passage. The door in which Benjie had showed such interest now stood



wi de.

Hi | dy pushed back the door to avoid bunping Marise's shoul der. "How she
get this open we never can learn. It is mystery." She notioned through anot her
door. "Her bed is there. W put her in it, take off her shoes, and she never
remenber she was outside

"A sore head is all she know, and she is used to that for she often
bang it against the wall, thunp, thunp. Wen Andy stay in the room across the
hal |, he hear her many tines."

Any other time, Marise would have paused, transfixed by the blaze of
color covering the walls of the square sitting roomthrough which she carried
Penel ope. But she was al together occupied with the woman she supported, and
only later did she have a dimmenory of the paintings that hung there. Now she
could think only of getting the unfortunate Penel ope into her bed.

H | dy had the covers turned back as Andy heaved and Marise gui ded
Penel ope Cl arrington onto her own bed. They stood back while Hildy renoved the
sneakers from her 1ong, narrow feet and pulled the conforter up to her chin.

Lying there, eyes closed, face slack, she | ooked altogether too nuch
like Ben as she had seen himso many times. The lines of maturity were
snoot hed fromthe oval face, and the dark hair spilled across her pillow
Mari se reached to snoboth the tangles into order. Those glossy tendrils even
felt like Ben's -- or Benjie's.

"What a shane," she said to the waiting couple. "So rmuch talent. She
has an attractive face. And she's shut up here for all her life. | don't
wonder she gets out whenever she can, but how in the world does she do it?"

There was no mark of prying or chipping on either side of the door. The
bolts were undamaged, and Marise could only feel they had been shot fromthe
out side, leaving the way clear for the prisoner to escape. The crossbar of the
heavy | ock was turned and its tang retracted. Wo could or would have done
t hi s?

"It is always so," Hildy said. "Never any sign to say how she has it
opened, but no one here would dare to. Always, always for years it has been
so, when she got out."

"I've heard there are people who are geniuses when it cones to
escapi ng," Marise said. "She has one kind of genius. Wy not another? Houdin
had tricks that went to the grave with him... | wonder if she has sone
strange gift of that kind." She sighed.

"However it is, we'd better put everything back as it was, for whatever
that is worth. 1'll talk to Ben about things when he cones in tonight." She
pushed the four bolts smoothly into their sockets and turned the handl e of the
| ock. Beside the | owest of the |ocks she found a snudge.

"Along tine ago," she said, "Benjie found his way up here. Father
G arrington heard him and when | cane after himhe was at this door. You
don't suppose -- he couldn't know who was inside -- "

"No!" Hildy's high voice was enphatic. "It has happened many tines,
| ong before you cane and years before Benjie was born. How it happens | cannot
say. Don't worry about this. We find some way, maybe, to keep her inside,
now. "

Heaven knew, they had tried. Ben installed a new | ock that night, along
with two nmore bolts, one let into the facing above the door, and he al so
screwed on hasps and padl ocked the door. "If that doesn't hold her, nothing
will,” he said griny.

Mari se had reached for his hand, for she could see the pain in his
eyes. Wrdlessly, they locked their fingers together and stood staring at that
eni gmati c door.

"I'f we only knew how it's done," Ben said. "Even, nmad though it would
make them seem the person or persons who m ght open it for her. Sonething!
Anything to solve this." He sounded defeated, and he had been. They never did
solve the mystery of Penel ope's escapes, try as they woul d.

Now Marise turned off the |light and stared agai n around the di m shape
of Hannibal's room It was now bare of any trace of the hearty man who had



lived init. Even the menory of Penel ope was growi ng di mer, she found with
sone t hankf ul ness.

Maybe tinme and increasing age woul d succeed at last in erasing the
terrible years fromher mnd. As opposed to the possibility of her own
madness, blank senility would be a bl essed relief.

CHAPTER 12: OUTSI DE

The Trustees were neeting in the posh board-room of d arrington
Enterprises. Evan Turner sat at the head of the |long, polished table with Ms.
Fisk at his right. The four other trustees were clunped at the sane end of the
table, leaving a | ong expanse with eight nore chairs enpty.

Gertrude Fisk cleared her throat as Corrigan, the securities officer,
conpleted his report. Evan could tell she was anxious to say sonething, for
she kept shifting in her seat, not nmuch, just enough to give the inpression of
nervous energy controlled with difficulty.

"If | mght say something," she said at |ast.

Corrigan relinqui shed the floor gracefully. "OF course, Gertrude. CQur
attorney is always wel come to nmake her views known."

She | eaned forward, eyes bright, hands controlled on her |eather
not ebook. "1 had occasion to talk with Ms. darrington sone weeks ago when
she called in her usual request for the delivery of her groceries. She asked,
at that time, for the balance sheets for every branch of the business. This
seens to ne to be both presunptuous on her part and a waste of tine on ours.”
She took a deep breath, and Evan saw that she was building to what she
consi dered an inportant point.

"It seens to ne that enough tinme has passed and her behavi or has
continued to be eccentric enough to have her decl ared i nconpetent, renoved
fromtitular control of the estate, and assigned a guardian. Waiting on her
signature or her approval for new projects has slowed business severely.

"This m ddl e aged recl use cannot possibly conprehend those bal ance
sheets or the attendant reports. Her input is irrelevant and even, | am
certain, disruptive. | think it is time we had her conmitted either to an
institution or to the care of sone psychiatric nurse who would attend to her
per sonal needs."

Evan heard a comunal gasp -- not quite audible but there, neverthel ess
-- disrupt the decorum of the group. The inpression of a sharp inhalation
lingered in the air of the board-room as the Trustees | ooked about at each
ot her.

Turner glanced at the faces of his associates, all of themyoung, now,
except his own. Nobody but he had been a part of the firmat the tinme the
Carrington famly ceased to exist except a single wi dow, barricaded in her
huge house.

To this generation her unusual behavior m ght well seemcrazy, though
he knew, none better, it was not that at all. He had to find a way to nake
t hese youngsters understand what he had seen nore than a decade ago in the
d arrington house.

He sighed and stood. "Keep your seats," he said as the others shifted

uneasily. "l can make nyself clearer if | walk about a bit, and | nust make
this extremely clear. Some of you already know, intellectually, sonme of the
facts I will mention. It is doubtful if you can really conprehend it unless

you listen hard."

They | ooked intensely unconfortable, but he began anyway. "First, you
have to understand that eccentricity is not insanity. No conpetent judge is
going to rule that it is. Gertrude should know that, if anyone does. Only if
Ms. darrington began negl ecting her house and her person would | ever
consent to consider such a procedure. None of this has happened or showed
signs of occurring."

Grebel, the accountant, fidgeted with his note pad, and Evan nodded
toward him The young nman sat forward, hands cl asped together before him "You
have to admt it isn't nornmal for anyone to becone a hernmit. Not in this day



and age, whatever used to happen in the distant past. No one sees the woman to
know how or what she's doing or how she's getting along."

"You're forgetting, Ed. | see her." Turner kept his voice cool. "I see
her every nonth, without fail. | send Alistair with her groceries and ot her
necessities. He always has tea with her in her parlor, after he puts things
away for her. Never has he had anything but conplinents for her persona
appear ance and the neatness of her house.

"W both marvel at how well she manages, all alone, to keep that huge
pl ace going. She is quite organized and orderly, and when | go we do discuss
t hose bal ance sheets and reports, Gertrude. Thoroughly. She understands just
what is going on in every segnent of this business in which her conpetence
lies. She keeps at me until | explain to her satisfaction all the rest that is
not in her field of expertise."

Gertrude frowned. "Are you absolutely certai n? Someti nes unbal anced
peopl e can be very persuasive." She tapped her pencil on the table in an
annoyi ng rhyt hm

Evan shook his head. "You forget that | knew her before the tragedy. |
have known her al nost since she married Ben Carrington, and | can bear
wi t ness that she managed the farns alnmost fromthe first days of her marriage.
She was reared on a farm had it in her blood. Her understanding of
agriculture is solid." He cleared his throat and paced qui ckly back and forth
behi nd his chair.

"She absorbed Ben's theories of silviculture, and she keeps a know ng
eye on our practices in that area. Heaven forbid that she ever should catch
you, Englund, clear-cutting. Considering the stability of our tinber branch's
profits, Ben's theories have been proven ten tinmes over."

Engl und squi rned, and Evan knew the young man had envi si oned huge
machi nery capable of clearing large tracts, then replanting with finger-sized
trees. This was a good chance to drive hone the company policy before he
brought that subject up again.

"Marise Clarrington has a clear and |ogical mnd. She understands
bookkeepi ng; never doubt it. Wile she may remain inside her house and run
things fromthere, that does not nean she doesn't know what we are doi ng and
how we are doing it."

Engl und, unsquel ched, flushed. "The big conpani es are maki ng pots of
money with clear-cutting. It saves tine and | abor, which both mean bi g noney,
and the row planting makes it possible to use machinery to harvest. |'ve
begged and pl eaded to be allowed to clear-cut, and you tell me this unstable
worman is the reason we can't do it! | just can't accept that."

"Then you'd better quit and go to work for one of the biggies," Turner
said pleasantly. "Or one day I'll find a note in the mail asking ne to replace
you with soneone who will hew to conpany policy. Wat you can't see past the
dollar signs in your eyes is the fact that we have a constant, unvarying
supply of saw tinmber and will have for the foreseeable future. Wen its price
i s high we harvest hardwood. Wen that sinks we harvest pine.

"W do not own one single acre of bare land that will require fifteen
or twenty years to produce a crop of inferior pine tinmber. No other outfit in
this country, large or small, shows the profit margin that we do. Thank t hat
over and keep still."

Turner saw a flicker of nmovenent. Corrigan was frowning, now Evan
nodded in his direction.

The securities man said, "That may be true. Nobody deni es the company
is solid as a rock, but there are things we could do |like short term high
interest investnents that could beconme extrenely profitable, if we were
allowed to take advantage of them Any other enterprise this |arge would be
forced to take such neasures by the stockhol ders."

Evan smled, knowi ng the farseeing good judgment of his predecessor
"There are no stockhol ders, as you know very well. The entire corporation is
privately owned, and Marise Clarrington owms all the stock, except for the
smal |l parcel Ben left me in his will.



"Each one of us is paid directly by Marise Carrington, and every one
of our jobs is at her disposal. Never forget that, and don't think | don't
know why Gertrude is fidgeting to get Marise's hand off the controls.

"There is a lot of noney and | ot of power tied up in Carrington
Enterprises. Declaring the sol e stockhol der insane would open up the
possibility of making the firmgo public. That would give every one of us an
i nside opportunity to buy hefty bl ocks of shares in a highly profitable
conpany.

"I'f you think | don't see how your minds work you are m staken. | do.
You are typical of those running business these days, and | understand you.
Never think you can swi ng sonet hi ng anmong yourselves that | won't catch onto.

"Any attenpt to hale Marise Carrington up on an insanity charge wll

find me squarely behind her, not you. |I learned ny trade the old fashi oned
way, from honest and honorabl e people. | know you're not deliberately

di shonest, any of you, but you are a generation renoved from an i nherent
under st andi ng of the concept of honor. Mnd your manners, Trustees. | am

wat chi ng you. "

There was no di scussi on when he sat down. The chastened group sat
shuffling their reports back into their folders and filed fromthe room Evan
stood for a long tinme afterward, staring down at the polished wood, snearing
one finger on its surface.

He was thinking of Ben and Marise, of Hanni bal and Emanuel. They were
solid, dependabl e people. Not perfect, of course, but honest even in their
errors. Their given words bound theminextricably, and he could do no
differently.

None of them had deserved the fates marked out for them Marise, in
particul ar, had not hel ped to sharpen the blade that cut her down along wth
her famly

Each time he visited that gray granite house he felt once again the
pity that had gripped hima decade before. No, Mrise would not be thrown to a
bunch of young and anbitious sharks if he could help it.

CHAPTER 13: AUNT LI NA'S ROOM

The thing that had taken place in Aunt Lina's room had been so
incredibly horrible the very ghastliness of it had hel ped Marise bl ank out the
menory. It was sonmething the mind could not retain wthout self destructing.
She found herself able to approach this roomas a place where she had often
found confort, instead of terror.

The square space still held a faint breath of sandal wood, for she had
never disturbed Lina's old fashioned furniture and her personal itens, which
were still arranged neatly on the dresser and the bedside table. Even her
clothing still hung in the closet, for Marise had not been able to bring

herself to go through Aunt Lina's things.

Al ways a haven of peace and sanity, this room alnost al one of those in
t he house, had resisted the residue of the mad thing that had happened here.
The understandi ng and confort Lina dispensed to Marise and to her nephews
seemed to override the | ater occurrence.

For Angelina darrington had been the pivot around which the famly
noved. Unobtrusive, rather shy and plain, Lina was always there when she was
needed, and she supplied whatever was required without fuss and with great
ki ndness. Benjie, too, had found a special relationship with his great-aunt,
and he had gone there often for a quiet talk with her

Mari se was glad of it, of course, for Lina had seenmed at | oose ends
until Emanuel's illness nade her feel useful again. She had taken willing
turns at his bedside.

Standi ng there, renenbering, Marise was gl ad she had insisted that the
roombe returned to its normal condition, after it was cleaned up. Now it held
an air of waiting. If only Lina could return, just for a brief time, to
counsel with her!

Mari se understood that anyone outside her peculiar situation mght find



this need of hers |less than sane, but she clung to the feel of Lina that
remai ned in her chanmber. Marise clung to her faint presence sometines, |acking
anyt hi ng nore concrete to confort her

The day after her encounter w th Penel ope, she had come here. Ben had
needed all the confort she could give, and she managed at |ast to convince him
she had not suffered and he should feel no guilt. But her husband suffered
fromrestless dreans that night, and she had not rested. Wen Ben left for the
woods, she cane down the half stair and tapped on Lina's door

Aunt Lina had been crying, which was in itself so unusual as to be
al nost frightening. She had net Marise at the door, where she opened her arns
and gathered the girl inlike a lost |anb. For a monment she wept down the back
of Marise's neck. Then she | oosed her and beckoned her into the room

"This woul d happen on a day when | was away," she sniffed. "M/ dearest
girl, I don't know what to say to you. W had no right at all to allow you to
get into such a fix w thout any warning. W should have sent you and Ben away
at once, before you settled in here. That first night when you cane down to
nmeet us, Enmanuel should have told you the plain truth."” She w ped her eyes on
a canbric handkerchi ef and regai ned control of herself.

"I should have told you nmyself, if he did not. Or Hanni or Elizabeth
shoul d. My conscience has tortured me since Emanual had to tell you our
secret, and it's been worse since Hanni died. How coul d we expect you,
unwar ned, unprotected, to deal with such a tragedy as ours?"

Marise drew Lina toward her small rosewood desk. "Do sit down, Aunt
Lina. And don't think it has all been terrible, for it hasn't. I've had a
famly, which I didn't have, once ny last brother died. |'ve been happy here,
despite what has cone later. This cannot dimit for ne. Not ever." She blinked
back tears of her own.

"It's just that | was frightened yesterday. | never remenber being that
frightened before in all ny life. Penelope's so big and strong; for a little
while | was totally intimdated. Then | renmenbered ny training and got nmy wits

back. | didn't tell Ben -- he was too torn up to handle that. But I'mstil
shaken. Just a bit."

Li na patted her shoulder. "I should think so! You're such a little
thing, | still don't know how you managed to knock her out. But thank God you
did. The girl tried to kill me once, years ago.

"She was hardly nmore than a child, and it was shortly after we had
realized there was sonething wong. It was after the ... the happening with
t he nei ghbor child, and we thought that if we could watch her closely enough
we might still let her have just a bit of freedom

"Emanuel hired a man to repair the iron fence around the gardens, for
there were | oose rods in places. Sonme of the nortar in the brick base was
crunmbling, too. They put it into tip-top shape, so she could wander around the
grounds w t hout risking her escaping.

"She was playing around the rockery, that day, and | was keeping an eye
on her. She had her big doll out there, with her tea set, and | thought she
| ooked conpletely normal, pouring tea into the little cups and pretendi ng the
sort of tea table conversation children seemto think adults indulge in.

"It was late spring and warm | renenber. The roses snelled heavenly,
and bees were buzzing around the jasmne. | was tired and | dozed off." Aunt
Li na cl osed her eyes for a nonment, as if reliving that |ong-ago instant of
drowsi ness. Then her jade-green eyes opened again, fixed upon the past.

"l don't know what waked me. She nust have made some sort of sound when
she picked up the discarded iron rod fromthe fence. You know those spears
that formthe tops of then? She ran at nme full-tilt, the spear |eveled toward
nmy chest. She wasn't nore than thirty feet away, but sonmething lent nme nore
wit and speed than | ever needed before.

"I"'d been reading the big Shakespeare, that |eather bound one fromthe
library. | raised it just in time, and the point of the spear went an inch and
a half into the book before the resistance showed her to a stop."

Mari se pictured the scene and shuddered. Blinking away the vision, she



whi spered, "Wat on earth did you do?"
"I got up very carefully and pulled the spear out of the book.
snoot hed out the puncture mark as well as | could, making regretful noises
about damagi ng a book. Pen was staring at ne as if she were disappointed, but
| paid no heed to her. Once | got the book back into something |ike a readabl e

condition, | said, 'Let's go ask Hildy for mlk and cookies.'
"She took ny hand and smled as if nothing had happened, and we went
away to the kitchen. | never told Emanuel. | never told anyone until now,

t hough I watched ny eyes out of their sockets after that. But now Emanuel is
gone, and you need the warning. Never trust her, no matter what she says or
how gentl e she seens."
Mari se swal | owed hard, her mouth suddenly dry. "Shouldn't we consider
. no, didn't they ever consider putting her soneplace where she woul d be
supervi sed by trained people? An institution?"
Li na | ooked at her hands. "Yes, we did. W |ooked at all sorts of
pl aces, public and private, and Emanuel even tal ked about trying to establish
one of his own, when he found out the conditions in even the best of the
exi sting establishments. But that woul d have been very expensive and it woul d
have had to be staffed with the sane kind of people who ran the others.
"There was no guarantee that Pen would be treated any better, when one
of the famly wasn't directly involved in running the place. Not one of us was

willing to devote his life to running a nmadhouse. And Ben came apart at the
t hought of it.
"He refused to agree to anything of the sort. He was still very young,

of course, but there was never any shaking himonce he made up his mnd. He
held it against all of us for years, the fact that we'd considered putting her
away. She was his twin, no matter what."

Li na | ooked up at Marise, her jade eyes opaque. "I renenber Ben
shouting at his father, one night, 'W take care of our own!' when the subject
of Penel ope came up. 'darringtons caused this thing and d arringtons mnust
take care of it.'" She laughed. "I feel sure you learned a long time ago that
Ben is nothing if not hard headed.

"But after that he couldn't bear to stay here and see his sister becone
nore and nore troubl ed and unstable. For even after we found that if we
suppl i ed canvas and paint she was nore settled, remaining quiet and contented
for weeks at a tine, she still broke out unexpectedly. It was clear her mnd
had not stopped deteriorating."” Lina rose stiffly fromher desk and | ooked
about the room absently.

"So Ben ran away and got sick and al nost died and found you. Perhaps it
woul d have been better for you, in the long run, if he hadn't ... lived."

"Don't ever say that!" Marise cried, flinching. "Whatever happens, Ben
has been worth everything. And Benjie and you and the rest of the famly.
had nobody. | wasn't unhappy, but never on ny best day did | claimto be
happy. You've given me years of happi ness, and nothing can take that away. |
lived in a vacuum and Ben cane and filled ny life."

Mari se, standing in the chilly room renenbered the warm fl ood of
conviction that had filled her as she spoke. She'd nmeant those words, totally
and to the depths of her being. |Indeed, she continued to mean them up to the
very end.

The room was qui et around her, the scent of sandal wood faint but
pervasi ve. Marise touched the rosewood desk with one finger, wondering. If she
had known then ... would she have renained in this house? Wuld she have had
the courage to stay here, anticipating the unseen but |oom ng future?

No. For her son's sake, she would have taken himand fled, if some
vagrant intuition had told her what was beyond the horizon. She woul d have
taken the famly with her, if she could, but she knew wi thout any doubt t hat
t hey woul d never have left this place.

Ben woul dn't. Mother Carrington couldn't. Aunt Lina would have felt
bound here by years of dedication to her duty. Only Marise and Benjie could
have coul d have nmanaged to | eave the cut granite house and close the iron



spear gate behind them Only they woul d have been safe.

In a way, she thought that m ght have been worse for her, but for
Benji e she woul d have assumed even worse guilt than leaving the famly to its
fate. For Benjie she would have done terrible things, she knew

But there had been no kind intuition, and now there were no nore tears.
Not for ten years had she possessed tears to spend. They had all been wept out
| ong ago.

| NTERLOG THE WATCHER

The man had | ong since | earned her routine. He pretended, every
nmorning, to leave for work, but he had found a spot in the vacant |ot beside
the Carrington house fromwhich he could see both the front and the rear
gates. An untidy privet hedge that had run wild on the enpty grounds fornmed a
hol e into which he could dive, remaining unseen but watchful as the days
passed.

Al t hough there was seldomany sign of life except a faint gleamfroma
crevice in the shutters of the tower rooms or a crack between draperies that
shot a spear of light into the darkness of the gardens, he realized at | ast
that life did go on there. An orderly, leisurely progression of events took
pl ace.

He'd ventured up in the light fromthe street |anp and seen the
revol ving mail box that allowed her to take in her mail w thout opening her
door. The mail man, he soon | earned, had a key to that front gate, for he
opened it every nmorning to deposit the mail in its mouthlike slot.

The wat cher nmarked that fact into his nmenory.

A mddl e aged nman arrived every nonth, not on exactly the sanme day of
the week or date but roughly at the sane tinme of the nonth. Another nman, this
one very young, brought boxes nmonthly, as well. The boy acconpanying him
carried those around to the rear, while the nan went up the steps, rang, and
was adnmitted into the house.

This one visited at less regular intervals, sonetimes once in the
nmont h, sonmetines in only a couple of weeks. She nust tel ephone hi mwhen she
needed sonet hi ng.

Nobody el se approached the house, and only those three seened to have
keys to the forbidding front gate, as far as he could tell. He mulled over the
fact for a very long tine.

"There has to be some warning," he nmuttered in his privet covert. "It
mustn't happen too quickly. She has to dread something terrible for a while.
It isn'"t worth doing, unless it's done right."

In time, he decided to wite a note. Then he took a bus thirty mles to
Duncanvill e, where he dropped it into a mailbox. That faithful mailnmn woul d
deliver it, he knew, within a couple of days.

Then he woul d act. The t hought nmade warm bl ood rush to his face and
fill his chest with triunph.

He'd waited for a very long time, now He'd hated her for such a |ong
whi l e. But now she was about to pay. Soon. Soon

CHAPTER 14: THE BASEMENT APARTMENT

Mari se had avoi ded t he basenment, for cleaning there seemed unnecessary
and masochi stic. But when a | eaky faucet demanded a new washer, which in turn
required a visit belowto turn off the water, she knew she must go down into
H 1 dy and Andy's enpty domain. She hadn't visited it since that |ast dreadful
day and had i ntended never to go there again.

To get to the main turnoff, she had to go through Hldy's sitting room
She approached the door with sick apprehension, though there could be nothing
there now. Not after ten years. The door opened to a shower of | oosened
cobwebs, whi ch was di sgracef ul

Marise felt a twi nge of conscience. She'd kept the upper floors well,
if not inmmacul ately. She had been a coward when it cane to this part of the
house, and neat Hildy woul d have been di stressed at the condition of her own



quarters.

A smal |l brown spider dropped onto her arm and she brushed it off with
di staste. She really must cone down here with a broom at |east, to renove
t hose webs. Perhaps a can of the spray that Alistair had brought her to conbat
ants and roaches m ght hel p.

There was a scuttering sound in the corner, and toenails rasped agai nst
the cenent floor. She added rat poison to her nental list.

The brai ded orange and brown rug was all but invisible beneath a thick
| ayer of dust. Little puffs followed her steps across the floor as she noved
into the room

Hi |l dy's crochet work huddled in a bright heap on the round tabl e beside
her cushi oned chair. Andy's pipe |lay where he had dropped it beside his own
chair. Only the nost necessary cl eaning had been done after their deaths, and
Mari se hadn't seen the roomthen or since. Evan Turner had suggested that she
avoid it, and she had felt his advice to be w se.

The last time she had stood here was quite a | ong while before the end
of her world. She had taken down a prescription for H ldy, and when she tapped
on the door Andy had grunted in invitation to cone in.

The two of them had been sitting in their identical chintz-covered
chairs, one on each side of the little table. An electric teapot Ben had
brought Hildy from Canada was steaming on a trivet at the old cook's el bow

The canary was singing loudly in its cage, and the scene would have
presented a picture of domestic bliss, if it had not been for the reek of
whi skey. Andy carried that about with him wherever he went, like a second
ski n.

Hi |l dy took a tablet at once, washing it down with a cup of her freshly
made tea. Marise had accepted a cup, too, refusing Andy's offer to lace it
wi th somet hing stronger, and they had sat in the warnmh of the basenent
parlor, confortably silent.

Mari se had watched Hildy's round, fair face, noting a change as the
nmedi cati on took effect. The easing of pain lines in her forehead and about her
nout h was obvi ous and i mredi at e.

She' d nodded with satisfaction. "I can see that one's probably going to
work," she said to Hldy. "Is there any sign of sickness yet?"

Hi | dy breathed deeply, as if checking out her interior. "Not yet, and
t he ot her pain medicine made me nauseated very soon. You think this will do,

eh?"

"Well, the doctor said if this didn't do the job he'd have to go to
somet hing stronger. He hates to do that, so | hope this one works," Marise
sai d.

Andy grunted, raising one bushy white eyebrow. H Idy, used to his
wor dl ess signals, nodded and said, "Before you go, | need to say sonething. W
think, Andy and I, all the time about how Pen coul d possibly have got out of
her room If nobody else do it, then she nust do it herself. Maybe there is
some way to nmake bolts nove frominside the door, you think? Like with
magnet ?"

Mari se remenbered staring into her cup, her mnd busy. "Possibly. |

don't know -- aren't the bolts nmade of brass? But |'ll ask Ben. He will know. "
She frowned.
"Still, that would | eave the | ock, one of those heavy-duty ones. |

don't know how even a magnet coul d have worked that one, do you?"

Hi | dy sighed. "Pen, she is clever with hands. Maybe she can make key?
W do not know this, we just worry and think. Could a person make a key to fit
such a lock out of something in her roon? Maybe the little dull knife in the
pai nt box?"

Mari se had a sudden vision of a patient wonman chi ppi ng away at a
pai nt-kni fe, shaping a key in blind hope that it would fit a | ock she could
not see and whose working parts she could not know

"l have not seen that little knife in sone tine, when | clean her
room" Hildy continued. "I worry. Andy also worry. G own people can run or



they can fight. But Benjie ... what could he do agai nst her?"

The echoes of the question followed Marise down the years into the
present, as she stood on the dusty rug. She could still hear Hldy's shril
voi ce speaking the words and Ben's deep voice exploring the possibilities as
he t hought about it.

It had already been too |ate, though they hadn't known it. They had
done their pointless talking, their usel ess searching of Penelope's room
Thi ngs had gone too far to stop, although nothing at the tinme had warned t hem
of the fact.

Mari se nmoved across the roomand into the pantry-1ike cubby where the
water cutoff waited. She twisted the |lever over, hurried out of the dusty
space, and sped back to the door. Once there she turned and | ooked back. She
avoi ded | ooking at the scrubbed spot, which was still paler than the rug,
though its outlines were softened by the | ayering of dust.

"I"'msorry, Hldy," she whispered. "So sorry."

Then she hurried up the steps to the ground fl oor and cl osed the door
at the head of the stair. She felt better with it solidly shut against the
t hi ng that had happened bel ow.

CHAPTER 15: THE HOSPI TAL SU TE

Whenever she passed the door of Mdther Carrington's room Marise
al ways t hought of Edenson. The nurse had been so extrenely jeal ous of her
domain that Marise felt awkward whenever she went there. Yet her presence
seened to confort her nother-in-law so much it was worth while putting Mss
Edenson' s nose out of joint. She was, after all, enployed to care for her
patient, not to supervise her list of visitors.

Yet now Marise felt Edenson's presence even nore than she did that of
her mother-in-law. Though the wonan had not been obtrusive, Marise had al ways
known she was sitting quietly in her chair beyond the screen or lurking in her
adj oi ni ng bedr oom

You woul d have t hought she felt they were conspiring to get rid of her
O had she thought Marise night harm her patient? That was an unconfortable
noti on.

She' d al ways brought Benjie, if possible, when she visited Mot her
Carrington, and the ol der woman seened to be stinulated and pl eased. The boy
never quite seened to know what to make of his grandmother, for illness had
not yet forced its way into his young world. The concept of pain was one she
had a hard tine getting across to him

"I know how I 1ook," the old woman said sadly to Marise, once. "Like
the living dead, in fact. | wouldn't want to be kissed by these cold bl ue
lips, and | know someone as full of life as Benjie doesn't like to, either."
She sighed and cl osed her eyes.

VWhen she opened them their pale gaze was fixed on Marise's face. "I
have mssed it all, child. | wasn't able to nother ny own children, after
Hanni bal. My wetched heart laid me low after ... after the twins. My
sister-in-law got to kiss all the skinned knees. She got the ranbunctious hugs
and hel ped to catch the runaway kittens." She drew a tearful breath.

"She got to do all the things |I'd have given ny soul to do. | was
grateful to have her help, but | envied her, too. Lina has been cl oser, dearer
than my own sister would have been, if she'd lived. Though we had a few spats
when | was a young bride, they were never serious.

"Her strength has kept ne goi ng when ny own was exhausted, and now
Emanuel is gone you and Ben and Lina hold nme to life. | know |'m unnecessary,
but not one of you has ever hinted at that. |I'mgrateful for it." She noved
restl essly against her pillows.

Edenson appeared as if by magic, touching the thin wist, exam ning the
pal e face with anxi ous eyes. "You nmust not tire her!" she whi spered
venonously.

"She will tell ne when she's tired," Marise replied, keeping her
conposure. "It isn't good for her to lie here for days seeing only you, Mss



Edenson. She needs stinulus, even if it's only the mild kind | can supply.”

Edenson gl ared. Then, wi thout another word, she went into her own room
and cl osed the door. Though it shut with a faint click, the effect was that of
a slam Marise knew that, with the best will in the world, she had angered
Edenson yet agai n.

"Has Benjie gone outside?" her nother-in-|law asked.

Mari se nodded. "He heard Ben cone hone, | think. The two of themare
i nsepar abl e when they have the chance. It'd do your heart good to see them
packing up fishing gear to go to the | ake. They've been planning this trip for
a nonth." She | eaned forward and smil ed.

"For men only, of course. It has been nmade quite clear to ne severa
times, in the kindest possible terms. You wouldn't think a ten-year-old would
have that nmuch tact, would you?"

Ms. Carrington relaxed and smled back at her. "He's a bright, |oving
little boy. Though | see himso little, | can feel it in him You won't nind
| hope, if | say | was very much relieved when we could be certain the fanily
taint had not touched him Having children is such a ganble." For a nonent she
| ooked infinitely sad.

"W | ost that ganmble, Enanuel and I, in one out of our three. Believe
me, Marise, there is nothing on earth nore painful than realizing your own
child is defective. Dangerous, even. Wen Emanuel told ne about the
Clarrington flaw, I was sure ny own sturdy ancestors woul d outwei gh that
unfortunate inbreeding, which, after all, is nany generations renoved by now.

"I was cocksure, as young people tend to be!" She gave a bitter |augh
and Marise reached to take her cold hand between her own warm ones.

Eli zabeth said, "I know you rmust have wondered why we went ahead and
had children, after being warned so inperatively by poor little Cara. But ny
own certainty was a |large part of the reason. The other was that we were so

deeply in love we couldn't be cautious all the time. | felt sure it would nake
no di fference, anyway." She shivered slightly, her hand quivering in Mrise's.
"I will admit | was nervous while | carried Hannibal. It would have

requi red a wonan nmade of stone not to be, after the horror stories |I'd heard.
But Hanni was a nerry little grig, fromthe day he was born. He was the

st eadi est, nost reasonable child | ever knew. Even in his cradle, you could
talk to him explain things to him and he understood, though nobody believed
me when | told them™

"He was al ways that way when | knew him" Marise agreed. "Right up to
the day he died | felt himas a solid reassurance in the famly. |I've al ways
t hought he nust have been the sort of baby Benjie was, busy with his own
t houghts and projects, open to new interests, but not at all demandi ng."

"Exactly. The entire famly was so delighted with Hanni; even Emanuel's
father seemed to cone alive again, for atine, for he'd been like a man | ost
in a nightmare since the night when his wife and daughter died. Hs joy in
Hanni was a lovely thing to see, for he al nost went into shock when Emanue
told himwe would have a child.

"The thought that another generation nmight have to deal with the
tragedi es he'd known nmade himfrantic. Hanni changed that and gave us the
courage to try again." She noved her hand restlessly, and Marise released it.

"I'f only we'd been content with what we had!" Elizabeth was silent for
a long nonent. Then she shook her head. "But hindsi ght does no one any good.
The twins cane, beautiful and bright like their brother. It was obvious from
their first day of life that each was a person, unique to himor herself,

t hough Ben was just a bit |ike Hanni. Mre demandi ng, of course, but that was
natural. We spoiled both of the babies badly, and Hanni was nore indul gent
with themthan any of us adults. He couldn't bear for either of themto cry."

"What about Penel ope?" Marise had wondered about that tragi c woman,
what sort of child she had been

"She was different, but because | had never had a girl | thought it was
just the gender that nade the difference. Mich of it nay have been, too. She
was beautiful, talked a nonth before Ben even tried, and was wal ki ng when he



was still scooting along on his bottom

"When she was three she began to draw on the bathroomtiles with soap
Li na wheeled ne into the children's bath and showed nme. | hated to have her
drawi ngs cl eaned away, for they were inmaginative and very well done for so
young a child. Yet before she was five | becanme strangely uneasy about her."

Mari se | eaned forward again, reaching for an answer. "Wy?"

"I could see sonething behind her eyes. There was somrethi ng about her
reactions to other people, as well. As quietly as |I could, | warned Lina to
wat ch her closely, though | think |I didn't nake it forceful enough. Perhaps if
| had managed that, the child next door m ght have been spared..."

Mari se snoot hed the coverlet into place. "W can't go accordi ng to what

m ght have been," she said. "Ben told me the rest, or enough of it. | can't
bl ame you in the | east for being uneasy about Benjie, at first. | have to
admt | wondered, too." She rose briskly.

"Now | nust go, for the farmwaits for no man -- or worman. And you are
getting tired. | can see that. I'lIl come in tonorrow for a few mnutes.”

There had been many tonorrows, for every norning she would visit Mther
Carrington with news of the fanmily and the business, of her grandson and her
son. Though Ben went up every evening, he was never good at conveying such
trivia, his nother conplained to Marise.

"You make ne see what is happening,"” she said. "Ben just hands ne a
string of words. He's a dear boy, but he doesn't tell a story nearly as well
as you do."

That pl eased Marise, for she was very fond of her nmother-in-law and
val ued her friendship. Every day she | ooked forward to their quiet half-hour
t hought at times she carried away di sturbing information

One norning Mother Carrington net her with an unwel come notion. "You
know, sone ni ghts Penel ope cones to ny room" she said. "She cane |ast night
and talked to me in the dark. She said terrible things, but she always does.
They seemreal to her, | think, although they're not."

Mari se felt cold al ong her bones. She and Ben had felt so certain the
new | ocks and bolts would stop Penel ope's prow i ng about the house.

"Are you sure you're not dream ng?" she asked. "That new medi cati on can
make you have mild hallucinations.” Al though she asked the question, she felt
uneasily that it was irrel evant.

Mot her d arrington shook her head. "I|'ve been sedated and nedi cated for

too many years to mistake hallucination for reality. | know the difference.
No, it was Pen. She never comes very close to ne, but | can tell she hates ne.
| can hear it in her voice, as well as in her words." She reached to grasp
Marise's hand with desperate strength.

"You have Ben check everything carefully, once again. Pen is so full of

hate. She told nme ... she said she frightened Hanni bal to death with somnething
she said, though I find that hard to believe. He knew her too well, and even
if he hadn't expected to find her there in the library, that by itself would
never have shocked hi menough to kill him | amcertain of that."

Agai n she squeezed Marise's fingers. "Have Ben check." Her voice
failed, and only her pale eyes pl eaded.

So they redoubled their efforts, changing | ocks and bolts. They warned
Benjie seriously against even going down the third floor corridor, and he
accepted the warning, w de-eyed but cooperative.

Nevert hel ess, when Mari se was waked from a sound sl eep one night, weeks
|ater, the door on the third floor was the first thing that came to mnd. The
rappi ng on her sitting roomdoor had brought her upright, dreading what she
m ght find.

Ben was already on his feet, one armin a sleeve of his robe, his feet
shuffling for his slippers. "I'"'mcomng," He called. "Just a mnute."

A muffled voi ce was babbling indeci pherable words fromthe half |anding
outside their door as the two hurried down their short flight of steps.
Edenson stood in the dimpink [ight fromthe tulip |anmps, her hair nussed, her
eyes filled with tears.



"It's your nother. She ... was dead when | went in to give her the
three o' clock nedications."” Those flinty eyes were softer than Marise had ever
seen them the sure hands unsteady.

She realized suddenly that this honely and unloved little woman had
been genuinely fond of her patient and was grief-stricken now she was dead.

Per haps that was the only enotional connection in the nurse's life, Marise
t hought, as she tied her robe firmy around her wai st.

"We'll go with you right now. Ben, please call Aunt Lina while |I go
with Mss Edenson. Cone, ny dear." She saw the woman was shaking, her teeth
al nost chattering. "You're cold," she said. "Let me get nmy sweater off the
couch. Now ... better? Let's go up together."

She took the nurse's hand and held it tightly as they hurried to the
second floor. Edenson did not object to having her hand held until they neared
t he door of the hospital suite. Then she tugged it |oose, snoothed down her
hair with a nervous gesture, and sank back, to some extent, into her
pr of essi onal nol d.

"l can nmanage now," she said, her voice steady and cold again. Her gaze

flickered aside, then back to Marise. "Wiy don't you ... go up and see if your
husband needs hel p."
Mari se nodded. "I1'Il peep into Benjie's roomas | go back. | don't want

hi m di sturbed. It won't take |long, but do call the doctor."

"I did that at once," Edenson said, offended.

"OfF course you did. Listen for the bell and let himin when he cones,
will you? Andy doesn't wake easily, and we may be out of hearing.”

She turned and flew up to the third floor, know ng Ben woul d have gone
there, after waking his aunt. The corridor was dinmy lit, for Ben had sw tched
on the flower-basket fixtures. She could see himas she turned the | ast
corner, bent over the |l ocks on that door

"I't was cl osed? Locked?" she panted.

"Tight as possible. She hasn't been out tonight, | can guarantee that.
Poor Pen. Wy did we inmedi ately suspect she mi ght have caused nother's deat h,
after all these years of expecting her heart to give out at any tine? But it
was the first thing that cane to mnd." He fingered the mddle bolt.

"Should we tell her?" he asked.

Mari se sighed. "Not now. Not until tonorrow, anyway. "Cone down now,
dearest. W have to see the doctor and tell H ldy and Andy. How i s Aunt Lina?"

"I tapped on her door and told her before she got there. Then | headed
up here. | felt in my bones that 1'd find the door w de open and Pen on the
prow . Thank God | didn't. This should be one O arrington death that holds no
shadow of doubt."

When they got back to the hospital suite they found the doctor there
wi th Edenson. Aunt Lina stood like a pillar of fire in her red robe, her
j ade-green eyes wet. But she controlled her tears, as she seened able to
control nost of her reactions, no matter how distressing the situation

She opened her arms, and Ben went into themas if he were still the
smal | boy she had reared. She patted his shoulder, snmling past it at Marise.
That was a watery smile, but a brave one. Marise tried hard to return it.

The three waited in the corridor while the doctor and M ss Edenson
remai ned closeted in the hospital suite. Wen the door opened at |ast, Doctor
Pel | stepped out, |ooked back, and closed it behind him

Pel |l | ooked around at them w ping his glasses absently with an
i mmacul at e handkerchi ef, despite the odd hour. He was a crunpl ed, drowsy, gray
l[ittle man, alnost as familiar to Marise now as were the nenmbers of the
fam ly. Now he sighed.

"It has cone, just as we expected for so many years. Evidently, she had
an attack sone tinme between m dni ght and three o' clock. Her death was quick
and easy, as | expected. Mss Edenson said she seened to feel fairly well at
suppertime, and it is obvious there was no illness and not even ruch pain. It
was the end she hoped for, when the tine cane.

""You're lucky, Ben. These past years have been rel atively easy for



her, conpared with those when you were a boy. You've had her a |ot |onger than
| ever would have dreaned, back then."

Hi s reassuring words did nothing to renove the |ost | ook he wore.

Mari se remenbered hearing that he had been a suitor of Elizabeth's, Iong
bef ore she marri ed Emanuel d arrington

She took his arm "Come downstairs, Dr. Pell. 1'll make coffee. | know
you need it, and the rest of us could use the warnth and the stinulation. 'l
run ahead of you, if you don't mind, for Hldy would never forgive me if |
didn't call her, too. When M ss Edenson is ready, all of you cone to the
ki tchen. We need sonething to steady us down."

She renmenbered that as a night of grief and cold. She had felt
light-headed fromlack of sleep, but she had known no deeper worry, as she had
with the deaths of Hanni and Father C arrington. She had not seen Mot her
Carrington lying dead in her room

No, the hospital suite had another dinension, for she had gone there to
hel p Edenson |ist the medi cations and box them for burning. Now that Edenson
had no further reason to fear her as a rival, she found both of them as
nurses, had a horror of strong prescriptions left unattended in a house where
a small child lived

VWiile they were in the suite, they sorted through Elizabeth
Carrington's personal possessions. They took her robes and ni ght gowns from
bureau and cl oset, packing theminto boxes to give to charity. For the first
time since they met, Marise felt a closeness to the stocky little nurse. Her
hostility seened to have evaporat ed.

Wil e she was taping the Iast box tightly, Edenson holding it together
Marise | ooked up to find the nurse's gaze fixed on her. "Soneone was in the
roomthe night Ms. darrington died," Edenson said abruptly. "I heard someone
tal ki ng, through ny sleep. | alnpbst woke up, but | didn't quite make it fully
awake. "

She | ooked sheepish. "It's been hard for me to wake, these past few
years. | had to set the alarmto get me up to give the meds. But | didn't
dreamthis. | know as surely as | stand here that soneone was in her room |l ast
ni ght, tal king.

"I heard her say, 'No! No!" | recall that perfectly clearly, and
struggled to get up and see what was happening, but |I couldn't rouse nyself
enough. Later, when the clock woke nme fully, | renmenbered at once as | went
into the room

"But there was no sign of anything wong, and Dr. Pell said the death
was natural. | didn't nention it to him because there seemed no need to. Wth
Penel ope | ocked up, who coul d have been there? He'd have said | was dreamng."

Mari se | ooked down at the box, cutting the tape. She set the roll aside
and turned to the little nurse. "Perhaps Aunt Lina went in to check on her and
found her awake. Lina told nme she does that sonetines, when she can't sleep
Mot her O arrington slept very badly, as you probably know all too well, and
they used to talk, sometimes, in the night."

"l know that," Edenson said. "But it didn't sound |ike her voice. Yet |
suppose it nust have been ... there's nobody el se, is there?" Her voice wasn't
nearly as assured as the words she spoke.

For some reason, Marise had never asked Aunt Lina if she had been that
| ate-night visitor to Mother Cdarrington, and Lina had never said anything
about going there that night. If she had been the one, everything was fine. If
not ... Marise didn't want to know it.

For Edenson was right. There was nobody else, or if there had been it
was soneone whose exi stence Marise did not suspect. She wanted to keep it so,

i f possible.

Now she | ooked around the room bare now, sterile. The hospital bed was
given to charity, too, along with the wheel chair.

The Matisse Mother Carrington had | oved so nuch had been placed in
Marise's own sitting room Only the bureau and the dressing table stood
agai nst the wall, bare and forlorn | ooking.



Mari se sighed. There was no need to cl ean here. Nobody needed the
space. She decided she woul d | ock that room permanently. She didn't need the
menories it held or the question that was rai sed there and had never been
answer ed.

CHAPTER 16: EDENSON S ROOM

In the decade since her death, Marise had felt guilty about her
rel ati onship with Edenson. -- Fromthe first she had all owed the nurse's
defensive attitude to hold her at armis length, and the thought still bothered
her .

After all, she had possessed everything any woman coul d want. She was
young and strong, well loved, if not beautiful, and she was busy with an
absorbing profession, in addition to her husband and son. At the tinme Edenson
had seened sinply a part of the furnishings, and once the worman nmade it clear
she wanted no personal relationship with Marise she had left it at that.

Yet even before Elizabeth Carrington's death, Marise had begun feeling
somewhat unhappy about her relationship with the other nurse who had only her
patient to fill her days. Edenson had worked faithfully for twenty years,
putting everything she had into her patient's confort and well being.

Mari se had worked with many nurses in her professional career in
nmedi ci ne, and she knew that others woul d never consent to work seven days a
week, wi thout even a day off for themselves. They had |ives of their own, and
the fact that Edenson never consented to take a single day's holiday from her
duties betrayed her lack of family and friends outside the O arrington house.

By the time Marise cane to live there, the nurse had been there for so
I ong and her refusal to | eave her patient was accepted so conpletely, those in
the fam ly thought nothing about this unusual situation. During the el even
years Marise knew her Edenson seenmed totally intent upon her work.

That had nade Marise a bit uneasy. So much so she once took it up with
Dr. Pell. "I know she is conpletely dedicated, Doctor, but this seens
unhealthy to ne. It is like something you find in an English novel -- the
devot ed Nanny syndrone. Such sel fless service doesn't exist in the world we
know now. No nurse | ever knew, including nyself, could or would have given up

any senbl ance of a personal life in this way."
The gray little doctor, a bit nussed as usual, had turned those alert
eyes on her. He smiled rather sadly and said, "I've thought that nyself, to

tell the truth. But Edenson's is a nobst unusual situation, and her
relationship with Ms. Carrington is not the normal nurse-patient one."

He | eaned against the table in the library, where she had caught him
after a conference with Father Carrington, and said, "I have known Edenson
all her life. Her nother, Hester, went to school with Elizabeth and ne. She
was no beauty, but she was a highly deternm ned young woman.

"She was, of course, unpopul ar in school. Single-focused young womnen
tend to frighten young men witless. Her people were dirt farners, well fed but
wi t hout noney. However, she intended to nake sonething of herself or die in
the attenmpt. She worked her way through nursing school and becane a damm good
nurse."

He | ooked about, found a chair and sat at the long library table.
"Here, sit down, for this is along tale."

Mari se perched across the table and waited, and he went on, "She was so
good that when she went to New York she becane a charge nurse at Bell evue. You
know how rmuch grit and take-charge ability that nust have taken

"She never intended to marry, which she made perfectly clear to
everyone who knew her as a young woman. Yet when she was twenty-seven she net
Arthur Edenson and married him | never nmet Arthur, for he was killed three
years after their marriage, and they had never cone back here to visit. The
wreck that killed himcrippled Hester and injured their daughter, Edith, our
M ss Edenson. "

"So Hester brought her daughter and canme home again at last," Marise
observed. "A natural thing to do, | should think."



"Exactly. Though her parents were dead by then, they left their farmto
her. She |leased out the land at that tine, but she left the house enpty for
some reason, though several people wanted to rent it. But it turned out for
the best, for when they returned she had sonmeplace to |live without paying
rent.

"She cane back determ ned to be as independent as possible. The rent on
the farm brought in a certain amount, mghty little, | can tell you for it was
hard tinmes then for farners. But the nan who worked the place knew what he was
about, and he supplied themw th all the vegetables they could eat. Hester
kept chickens and a couple of pigs, so they didn't go hungry."

He stared down at the polished wood of the table and idly rubbed it
with a forefinger. "As long as Edith was small they didn't need nuch. Hester
was well enough at times to take special nursing cases for ne, too. By that
time | was established well enough in ny practice to throw a good many cases
her way, when she was able to handl e them

"But Edith wanted to be a nurse, too. | nmanaged to help her get a
schol arship to a good school, but it provided only tuition and books. She
needed nore than that to make it, for the work was too hard to all ow outside
jobs for living expenses. | went to Elizabeth, who was al ways generous and who
had |iked and respected Hester. She gladly made up the lack for the child of
her ol d school nate.

"Edith, being just as proud and i ndependent as her mother, felt it as
an obligation, though we both tried to convince her that the opportunity to
hel p her nmade Elizabeth very happy."

The doctor scratched his ear absently, his expression wthdrawn. "So
Edi t h Edenson fini shed her course and got a degree afterward, a BS in nursing.
She went to work in a big hospital in Charlottesville, worked like a Trojan,
and kept on with her education. She took a special degree in psychiatric
nursi ng and that hel ped her make enough to pay back every cent the
G arringtons had put into her education

"She donated a scholarship to the nursing school that had provided her
schol arship in the beginning. The girl saved like a nmiser, otherw se, never
had any fun and | ooked likely to becone a psychiatric case herself, once her
not her was gone.

"Then the twins were born and Elizabeth needed a nurse about as badly
as anyone | ever knew. Edenson dropped her own career like a shot and cane to
care for her. Once we knew, without any doubt, that poor little Pen was
mental |y di sturbed, she did the best she could to help deal with her, too, for
she knew a | ot about nental illness. But nothing she tried seened to penetrate
the child' s mnd

"Penel ope was a | ost cause, and we all knewit, by that tine. She
needed cl ose watching, if not institutionalizing. Her nother needed even nore
care than before, for her condition was deteriorating badly at the tinme. You
m ght not believe it, but she has been relatively well the past few years,
conpared to what went before.

"Edith was inval uabl e. She shut away her past -- | wondered if there
had been an unhappy love affair to make her shut it off so conpletely -- and
devoted herself to making |ife bearable for Elizabeth. | agree with you. It

isn't healthy. But when you know Edith's story, perhaps for her it is about as
heal thy as she can get."

He sighed and rose. "I don't know what happened to her as a girl, but |
do know fear when | see it. That is what | see in her eyes every tinme |
nmention her going about finding a life of her own."

After that, Marise |left Edenson to her own second-hand life. She'd been
as friendly as the nurse would allow her to be, but she never really pushed to
try making a friend of her. That tine, after Mdther Carrington died, when the
two of themwere in her room packing up her things, had given Marise the chink
in Edenson's arnmor for which she had waited so |ong.

"I talked with Ben last night," she'd said to the nurse. "You've been a
part of this famly for so long we can't get along w thout you, you know. You



probably have plans of your own, but if they're not pressing would you
consi der staying on? At |east for a while?" She studiously avoi ded | ooking at
Edenson, concentrating on folding a set of underwear neatly.

"I am begi nning to need soneone to | ook out for Benjie, now that he's
ol d enough to go to school functions and baseball ganes, and the farm keeps ne
hoppi ng. And then there's Penel ope. W never know when we'll need help with
her. Aunt Lina hasn't been too well, either. W do need you, you know. " She
tucked the neat bundle into the box for Good WII.

Those flinty eyes had surveyed her sharply. But Edenson's nouth had
actually curved slightly as she said, "I haven't made any firm plans yet. 1've
known this had to happen for a long while, now, but sonehow | never really
expected it, if you see what | nean." She put her own folded pile into the
box, keeping her face turned away, now.

"I really haven't anything much to do now Mother's gone. The farm gets
along fine, and nmy renter is buying the place on installments, anyway. | stil
own the house, but it's old and needs a lot of repair, before | could live in
it." There was the faintest suspicion of a sniff.

"I don't seemto make friends -- | never did know why. Maybe it's
because I'm ... shy."
Then she turned and attenpted a real smile. "I'll stay if you want ne

to. At least for the tinme being. W can see how things turn out, and | can
always try to get another nursing position if it comes to that. It seens a
shane to waste all ny training. But you ought to know I'mnot as strong as |
was. Thank you."

Mari se had felt a surge of triunph. "Then it's settled. At |east for
now." She was relieved, for she had felt they would be turning out a waif into
the world. In her own sphere, Edenson was a tower of strength. El sewhere,
Marise felt she was terribly vul nerable.

Mari se shivered in the chill of the corridor before opening Edenson's
old room If she was to close off the hospital suite, she nust check the roons
for danp and mice. Then she would | ock both doors and forget it existed. For
Edenson' s was anot her door she hated to open.

She had felt certain she had convinced the woman that they needed and
wanted her. In the weeks following Mother Carrington's death there had been
wor k for everyone, and Edenson had proven her worth many tines over.

That all owed Marise to go back to running the farns with her ful
attention, for she knew that Benjie would be supervised well when he was out
of school. Otherw se, Edenson took over the surveillance and nanagenent of
Penel ope, to Andy's vocal relief. Al in all, the dimnished household ran
snoot hly and wel I .

It had been this, perhaps, nore than anything el se that nmade the
ensui ng shock even greater. One Sunday norni ng Edenson was | ate for breakfast.
It had never happened before, and the family ate the nmeal while wondering
whet her she might be ill. But she had been working so hard and seened so weary
that Marise decided to let her sleep for a while.

She hadn't appeared by noon, however, and Marise was shaken. She
prepared a tray with tea and toast and took it upstairs. She tapped at the
door, but there was no answer. No sound could be heard, though everyone in the
fam |y knew Edenson snored |i ke a granpus.

Mari se remenbered sorting through the keys to find the one that fitted
this door. She opened it and knew at once the familiar odor that greeted her
She set down the tray and approached the bed to | ook down at what renmai ned of
Edi th Edenson, R N

The nurse | ooked quite peaceful, seenming to sleep, for her eyes were
cl osed. Beside the bed on the night stand there was an open packet, enpty. Her
nightly glass of mlk had been drained, but she had not rinsed it in the
bat hr oom adj oi ni ng her room as she usually had done. A filmof nmilk stil
coated the gl ass.

Mari se touched nothing, though she | eaned close to inspect the packet.
Her heart began to thud sickly, for she recognized the container. The two of



t hem had di sposed of all the drugs left over fromElizabeth Carrington's |ong
illness, and they had done it together, bearing w tness for each other. Yet
this was one of the prescription sleeping drugs that should have been

dest royed.

Had Edenson managed to secrete it before they went through the roons?
It woul d have been easy enough, Marise knew. Evidently she had done just that
and at |ast had used the nedication.

Had it been a sudden fit of depression? She had seened quite cheerful
in the past weeks, or at |least as cheerful as her norose disposition would
allow. Marise found hersel f puzzl ed, despite the obvious conclusion to be
drawn at the pitiful bedside.

Dr. Pell canme at once, and they stood on either side of the bed,
| ooki ng down at the slight shape beneath the covers. "Did she have any
physi cal probl ens?" Marise had asked the doctor. "She had seened very sl eepy
for a long while.. She conpl ained once that it took the alarmgoing off to
wake her to give nmedications in the night." She thought back, wondering if she
had m ssed sone inportant sign or synptom

"She didn't look quite well these past weeks, but |I felt certain she
was grieving for Mother darrington. | caught her crying once, in the library.
But ot her than that?"

"She was anenmic. Cane to see me before Elizabeth died," the doctor
said. "l gave her a tonic for it. She certainly didn't need sl eeping nedicine
-- she told ne the sanme thing. Said she could hardly keep awake, sonetines.
She found it hard to rouse herself in the nornings, and she said she fel

asl eep when she was still for nore than just a nmonment or two.
"As far as | can tell, however, she had no serious health problem" He
gl anced up and their eyes net. "I think she just couldn't take it. Elizabeth

was her life for so long that it left too large a gap in her existence. She
nmust have kept this back; it's what | prescribed for Elizabeth's really bad
ni ghts. Three woul d have done the job, but she took the entire packet. She

never knew what hit her. Poor girl!" He drew the sheet over the peaceful face.
"It's still an unattended death." Marise said. "What about all the
official matters?"
"Ch, the coroner will want a statenent fromall of us, particularly you

and ne. They may want an autopsy, though | am altogether certain this is a
suicide. But that's the procedure, quite often in cases of this kind. ']
call the authorities for you, but | don't know about funeral arrangenents. She
had no other kin, I think."

Mari se had shaken her head. "Don't worry about that. She's been a
menber of this famly for twenty years, and we'll see to everything when al
is settled. If Ben agrees, and Aunt Lina, too, | think we should put her on
the other side of Mother Clarrington. | think they'd both have liked that."

Now Edenson | ay beside her long-tine friend and patient. Not once in
the ten years since she was put there had Marise visited their graves, though
she had a standing order that flowers be put into the marble vase regularly.
The Trust had arranged for perpetual care for the plot, as well. It was the
| east she could do for the strange little woman who had consistently refused
to be her friend.

Once inside that room Marise paused to | ook around. The place was
tidy, though very dusty. There was no point in cleaning it now, for there was
no smell of mldew or mice. She sighed and turned her back on the chanber
where Edith Edenson had l|ived for two decades.

There are many things | could and shoul d have done, Marise thought. If
| had been alert and taken everything into account, watched for warnings and
i ndi cati ons, perhaps | mght have saved those | love fromwhat canme afterward

She cl osed the door behind her with a definitive click and turned the
key in the I ock that had not kept death away fromthe tenant of the room

Anot her thought, which had haunted Marise for a decade and forced her
to shut herself into this house, she pushed resolutely out of her
consci ousness. Yet it still lurked there, hard and cold as a pearl in an



oyster.

VWhat if it was I, all the while? Wat if I, all unknow ngly, insanely,
managed to help to do what was done to ny famly?

She had been left with that, at the end, for it could not have been
Penel ope, unai ded, who brought things to their hideous concl usion.

CHAPTER 17: TRUSTEE | N THE PARLOR

Evan Turner surveyed the front of the Clarrington house with a critica
eye. It had always been his intention to keep the place up to the standard
required by the famly, and he felt he had done well, with Marise's help.

The ironwork was solid, as he found when he shook one of the iron
spears. The shrubbery had been trimed recently and | ooked crisp and tidy. The
woodwor k around the wi ndows had been freshly painted and the stone facade had
been cl eaned. He was satisfied with the results of his efforts.

As he turned his key in the expensive lock securing the gate, he had a
feeling of notion beyond the tall privet hedge that divided the O arrington
grounds fromthe vacant | ot beyond. He stared keenly through the bushes, but
there was no repetition of whatever it was that had caught his eye. Perhaps a
bird had hopped from branch to branch

He shook the fence again, after |ocking the gate behind him Nobody
could possibly get into the grounds without a great deal of work and noi se and
a lot of trouble. The alarm system would betray any effort to get over or
t hrough the fence, except for this gate, and trying to jimry the | ock would
set off its own alarm

As well as possible, he had tried to protect Marise Carrington from
anyone who thought to find easy pickings in a widow living alone in such a
huge house. He thought of Ben with grief, but he had begun thinking of Ben's
wi dow in a nore tender and personal manner. It had, after all, been ten years.

He rang the bell and waited for the click of her heels on the floor
beyond the heavy door. After a nmoment the heavy door opened and her face, pale
for lack of sun, beanmed out at him

"Evan! It is always so good to see you. Do cone in." She took his hat
and hung it on that ornate hall tree with the mirror. He envied that piece
every time he sawit. But he followed her into the parlor, which was, as
al ways, i macul ate.

"I have coffee ready," she said. "You al ways cone pronptly at four
o'clock on the dot. And | nmade a batch of Hildy's special cookies, too. Sit
down. I'Il be right back." She tapped away down the hall, leaving himto check
out her housekeepi ng w t hout being obvi ous about it.

He sat in one of the deep chairs, |ooking about him He thought of
CGertrude Fisk's inpassioned argument at the | ast neeting of the Trustees, and
again he felt a flush of anger. He had never seen a roomless likely to harbor
someone who was unbal anced or inconpetent.

Though it was tidy, it was not obsessively so. Marise had been readi ng,
for her book lay face-down on a snall table beside her special chair. The
print of her heels marked the uphol stered ottoman. He peered at the book
though it was rather far and he was begi nning to need gl asses.

Thoreau. He smiled, for that was so like her. If she could not visit
t he woods in person, then she would go in spirit.

He heard her step in the corridor, and she was there with the tray.
When they were settled with thin Belleek coffee cups in their hands and
cookies within easy reach, he said, his tone serious, "I've brought somnething
besi des bal ance sheets this tine, Mrise."

She | ooked up, surprised. "What on earth are you talking about?"

He sipped his coffee and set the enpty cup on the piecrust table beside
him "The natives are beginning to get restless,” he said, trying to lighten
his own mobod. "Clarrington is a rich outfit, and the board nenbers are | ooking
at their own departnments with both anbition and greed.

"There's too nmuch noney involved in the enterprises, and that arouses
greed in even the nost dependabl e people, sonetinmes. There've been runbl es of



di scontent fromtime to tinme. At the | ast neeting one of the high | evel people
said to ny face that you should be decl ared inconpetent and gi ven a guardi an
taki ng control of the corporation away fromyou." He felt sick at having to
say the words, but her expression did not lose its calm

"I tried to make ny position quite clear. If | succeeded, I'mafraid it
will only be tenporary. They have their eyes on you, and they are typical
young materialists, wthout any understandi ng of people whatever."

He | eaned forward, hands on knees. "You really ought to open up the
house and go out to those neetings. O better yet, sell the white el ephant or
make a horme for the elderly out of it. Come back into the world. Sit at the
head of that table and give the orders you have been giving to me. Show t hem
who you are

"I f anything should happen to nme, they'd be at your throat. | have no
doubt of that at all. They may even try to sidestep ne, trying to keep ne in
the dark until it's too late. You need to protect yourself. Besides..." he
tried to relax and be persuasive ... "it isn't right for someone to inprison
herself this way. You lost all you loved, | know But it shouldn't prevent you
fromliving, yourself."

Her fair head tilted, the narrow face sober and the blue eyes intent
whil e she listened. "They have logic on their side," she said. "I can see
their viewpoint, even if you can't. They're young and full of vigor." Stee
cane into the line of her jaw

"But this is not theirs. It boils down to that, doesn't it?

G arringtons worked and conni ved for generations to accumul ate the el ements of
the enterprises, and this was not done in order to provide a bunch of upwardly
nobi | e executives a quick way to wealth."

Her eyes were bright and steady. "This was left to nme to run, for the
good of the estate and its enployees. | have to do that, like it or not. If
Benjie had lived ... but I won't even bring that up." He could see her swall ow
har d.

"I have never entirely confided in you, Evan, because | dislike even
t hi nki ng about the thing I have to tell you. | actually can't bring nyself to
believe init, nyself, and if | ever do bring nmyself to I'll ask you to bring
papers to allow ne to conmit nyself to a mental honme. Yet this is a very rea
possibility I cannot discount." She drew a deep breath, held it for a nmonent,
and exhal ed wearily.

"The | ast nonths before the tragedy were disturbing, stressful and ful
of tension. Something in the very atnosphere of this house seened threatening,
nmenacing. It affected me very strongly. So nmuch so that | found nyself
listening to sounds that were not there. Benjie's ball bouncing down the stair
or Ben's voice heard unexpectedly in the hall could make me junmp out of ny
ski n.

"I lost weight and began to have trouble sleeping. Dr. Pell gave ne
tranquilizers, and they helped a bit. Not enough

"I have thought about this for years now, and | believe they affected
me in an unusual fashion. | would |l ose entire blocks of time, during which
t hi ngs woul d get done in the kitchen or about the house or out on the farns,
but | couldn't recall doing them Looking back, | find the thought
terrifying." And she | ooked frightened, Evan thought.

"I believe | may have been at |east partially responsible for what
happened in this house that |ast evening. For this reason, | can't risk going
out among others who might be harmed if | amactually mad. If | should be
dangerous, let it be only to nyself."

He was suddenly angry. Not at her but at the nmel strom of nmadness and
nmurder that had pulled her into its current and, even now, did not let her go.

"That's insane!" he said.

She smiled. "That is exactly what | fear," she said.

"No, | don't nmean you. Anyone who is actually insane never adnits or
suspects it. As a nurse, you should know that."

"I also know there are as nmany exceptions to rules as there are rules,"



she repli ed.

He tried another tack. "But it was Penel ope. The authorities were
entirely satisfied that was the truth of the matter. They never questioned
it."

"I agree that Penelope did the deeds herself, with her denmented brain
and busy hands. Mostly. But there were aspects nobody ever exam ned. | have
mull ed this over for ten years, and | cone up against a final, inpenetrable
fact. | was the only person left alive in the house. The only one who could
possi bly have let her out, and that allowed her to do ... what she did." She
fought for control, and he saw her fingers clench in her |ap

"I don't remenber doing it, but this isn't proof | didn't. God knows,
before that evening ended I was nore than half out of my mind, at best. At
worst ... | don't want to think about that, but I rnust. | have been thinking
about it for ten years."

Evan put the remant of a cookie carefully onto the saucer. "Marise, |
have known you for a very long time. | knew Ben and the rest of the fanmly
al nrost as well as | did my own, except, of course, for Penel ope. Never in al
that time, even when you were left alone anmid all that horror, did | see you
| ess than sane and aware, when you were conscious at all.

"l cannot believe you had anything at all to do with freeing Ben's
sister. It's to your credit that you feel the way you do. | can see that a
decade of living with the thought m ght well convince you of things that
simply are not true. Things that are not l|ogical!"

He chose his words carefully. "I amasking you to do this because of
our long friendship, as well as our business rel ationship. Look in another
direction. Tell yourself it is loneliness that has put this notion into your
head. Explore the whol e sequence of events again, mnute by mnute. Find the
truth, if it takes you a year." He sniled at her with all the warnth of his
hope and his faith in her.

"Then open your door to the world again. You aren't old by any neans,
and you might find life still hol ding good things for your future."

She snil ed back, but the lines still marked her forehead. "You are
literally ny only friend, except for Alistair, who is nmore like a son or a
nephew by now. Al right, Evan, | will think it all over again, | prom se. Now
bring out those bal ance sheets, before | lose all ny nerve."

| NTERLOG THE WATCHER

A m ddl e-aged man had cone to the O arrington house, opened the gate
with his own key, and been admitted to the house. The watcher waited
patiently, w thout nmoving, for he thought his involuntary notion of surprise
had been detected by the visitor. He wondered who the man was and how he m ght
gai n access to that key, for the gate was the only feasible way to get into
t he grounds.

He knew, for he had checked everything out carefully, by twlight and
dawnl i ght and roonlight. That damed el ectric alarmsystemto the fence was
the problem If he tried prying a couple of the iron spikes | oose, the
vi bration al one, much I ess the novenent of taking themout, would set the
thing off. He'd nmet that kind of systembefore in his checkered career

But there was his letter still to come. He felt that if it had been
delivered already there woul d have been sone sign fromthe tenant of the
house. No, he had to allowtine for the delivery, time for her to becone
fearful and nervous. Then he would get into the place.

He had decided the mail man was the easi est source of a key. He wal ked a
long route, for the watcher had followed him far behind or across the street
so he wouldn't notice. It would be sinple to waylay him soneplace a | ong way
fromthis quiet street at the edge of town. It would rouse no suspicions
regarding this area

Hi s lair anong the shrubbery of the vacant | ot was becoming littered
wi th candy wrappers and cooki e boxes and di scarded cigarette packs. He nade a
mental note to clean everything out before his |last nove. He wanted no clue to



point to his being here -- or to anyone being here.

The gl ance the man had turned in his direction had shaken hi m unduly.
Had he seen a person in this distant clunp of bushes? O had he nerely seen
novenent ?

But the shrubbery was very thick, untrimed for years, and the watcher
had frozen instantly and remained still for a long tine after the visitor
di sappeared into the house. If he had suspected anything, it was al npost
certain the stranger woul d have investi gat ed.

Satisfied, the watcher lay back in his cushion of dead | eaves, nunching
on peanuts. The clinmax was very near. He had waited so very long for this
score.

It was al nost tinme now.

CHAPTER 18: The Door bel

Mari se felt she knew her mailman, M. Neill, very well, though she had
only conmuni cated with himby way of notes for nany years. He al ways rang when
he had deposited the letters and turned the rotating drumthat put the sl ot
i nside the entryway.

Hi s solid shape, seen through the glass panels beside the door, was
somehow conforting, a last connection with the world of life. If she needed
stanps or had to sign for a letter fromthe Board, a note left in the box for
him or aring on the bell for her, would take care of that w thout ever
needi ng to open the heavy panel

But she had expected no nmail today. Her packet of new books ordered
from Barnes and Nobl e woul dn't be due this soon, and nothing was expected from
the Trustees. There was nobody who might wite her casually, and M. Neil
never rang the bell for junk mail.

Nevert hel ess, she heard the sharp ring clearly as she washed her few
di shes in the kitchen. She w ped her hands on one of Hildy's enbroidered dish
towel s and hurried toward the entry and the nail box.

A single small envelope lay in the conpartrment. Unfamiliar handwiting
formed her name. Perhaps it was some newconer to a local charity, demanding a
contribution. She smiled, for it happened at tines, and she always had the
Board remind themthat contributions canme fromthe office, not the hone.

Yet this was not the usual crisp, enbossed envelope. It was, indeed, a
bit grubby, as if it had been carried in a pocket for a while. There was no
return address, and the postmark was from a nearby town, where she knew no
one.

It was very odd. Intrigued, she ran her finger under the flap. Inside
there were two sheets of cheap notepaper, the sort you bought at the
supermarket in a plastic wapper.

Mari se took the letter into the parlor and turned on her reading |anp.
Her eyes were not as strong as they had been, and she knew she needed gl asses,
but the handwiting was clearly formed and easy to read, though sonewhat
| abored. The letter had neither date nor return address. She read quickly:

Madam

"I have waited for years for this opportunity. Both you and | have been
wai ting, actually, though you haven't known it until now. | could have cone
before, night have rushed things, but the tinme had to be right for both of us.

"Now things are right, for me if not for you. | know, you see, just

what happened that night. You' ve never known for sure, and |'ve often | aughed,
t hi nki ng about you, trying to understand and failing. Too much had to have
happened, too fast. And you survived, which wasn't intended at all

"The two who did the work were the only ones intended to live through
that night. They woul d have had everything, the noney, the house, the
busi ness, all to thensel ves.

"I owe you sonething. | was told about you by someone very close to ne
who knew you, what you did to that family and how you did it. You deserve to
die, and | want to see it happen, feel it happen

"Look for ne. Listen for me. It makes nme happy to think of you



shi vering when the bushes scrape the house or the wind rattles the shutters.
Jump at sounds. Be afraid. | amconing."

There was no signature. Marise stared down at the srmudged paper. \Wat
could it mean? Had sonme crank dug up old files of news stories and decided to
torture her? O perhaps to rob her?

Who could resent her enough to condemm her as this letter had done?
Only she had survived that night ... unless that other, the nysterious
presence who, through the years, had | oosed Penel ope from her prison
unl ocki ng | ocks and sliding back bolts, had been in the house, too. Watching.

Was he wat chi ng now?

Mari se shuddered. Dropping the letter onto the table, she went to the
t el ephone and rang Evan Turner's office. Gertrude Fi sk answered.

"I"d like to speak to Evan, please. This is Marise Carrington.”

"I"'msorry, Ms. Carrington. M. Turner is out of town this week. Is
there something | could do for you?" The voice was filled with avid curiosity.

Mari se caught her lower |ip between her teeth. Did she dare to risk
telling Ms. Fisk about this letter? Evan had made it quite clear that she,
nore than the others who headed the corporation, was chanping at the bit to
find any excuse to renove the reins of Clarrington from her hands.

No, that wasn't prudent. It wouldn't seem sane to be so disturbed over
an anonymous letter, even though there had never before been anything like it.

She made up her mind swiftly. "Do nake a note for him wll you? I'd
like to talk with himas soon as possible, when he returns. | have had a
conmuni cation | need to discuss with him Be sure he gets your note, please,
for | believe this may be inmportant."

Fisk said, "Certainly, Ms. Carrington. You' re sure there's nothing
else | can do to hel p?"

"Thank you, but no." Marise hung the receiver, feeling the woman's
curiosity still pulsing in her ear. She knew she should ask that the young
| awyer be replaced with one she could trust, for an eneny connected with the
Board of Trustees was not a thing she needed, right now Yet she couldn't
bring herself to do that.

One thing Ben and Hanni and Father O arrington nade an article of faith
was fair dealing with enpl oyees. They al ways bent over backward to avoid
m streating anyone working for them No, Ms. Fisk would stay, even at the
ri sk of sone danger to Marise's own authority. She had been too well
conditioned to Carrington ways to change now.

Mari se tapped on the base of the phone with her thunbnail. Should she
seek further advice? She didn't know anyone with the police or sheriff's
department, any |longer. Emanuel's old friend the sheriff was | ong dead, and
even the shocked and synpat hetic young police chief who had come on that |ast
unf orgettabl e ni ght had now gone on to a better job somepl ace else. She felt
unable to explain the entire affair, frombeginning to end, to sonme newcorner
who m ght think her conpletely unbal anced or inconpetent.

She turned away fromthe tel ephone. No, if there was any real threat in
that strangely elliptical note, she had to face it alone, as she had faced
t hese past years. As she had dealt with the horror of that night and the
ghost-nmenories in this house.

But she needed Ben! More than any other tine in these past years, she
needed to |l ean on his strength and to consult his unfailing good sense.

CHAPTER 19: THE ROUND BEDROOM

Marise clinbed the stairs wearily. Al though the years had slid by so
slowy, so quietly, leaving her hair ungrayed and her face unlined, she knew
by the ache in her bones and her lessening vitality that she was agi ng. The
steps she had run up with so little effort during the years when Ben was alive
now seened to have grown steeper and |onger with the passing of tine.

She coul d easily have noved into one of the bedroons on the second
floor, which would have saved half a flight of clinbing. O she mi ght have
turned the small sewing roominto a bedroom and cl osed away the entire second



and third floors of the house. But she had found herself unable to do that.

Ghosts though they were, nmenories were her only conpani ons, now. Those
roons held a significant portion of her life and her nenories. C osing away
t he past would narrow her present to al nbst not hing.

Mari se couldn't bear to give up any of the nenories of Ben that |ived
in their tower apartment. The sitting roomwas so full of his presence, even
after so long, she still |ooked up from book or paperwork fromtine to tine,
thinking to see himin his recliner. He had rested there after his strenuous
days, watching TV or dozing or readi ng the newspaper

Their bedroom hel d even dearer recollections. They had known el even
years of marriage, a gift, she often thought, from Provi dence. Notw t hstandi ng
the things that came later, the years with Ben in those roons had nmade up
just a bit, for what rmust happen

Now she went up the last six steps that curved along the wall and stood
on the wedge-shaped | anding to open her own door. She had al ways | oved the
light there, for the tower, standing alnost free of the rest of the house,
caught the sun. Be it winter or sunmer, the wi ndows held a blaze of sky-Iight
fromdawn to dusk, for the big trees in the garden spread their broad |inbs
low and did not interfere.

The creany walls, the rust and blue print of the curtains, softened the
light without dimnishing it. Her |ow antique bed, shaped |like a boat whose
prow foot curved gracefully to a small figurehead that was the head of a young
girl, dom nated the room A nmatching chest and dressing table all but filled
t he avail abl e space, but there had been enough roomthere for a great deal of
| ove.

Benji e had been begotten there, warnming themw th his brief life. Their
uni que fires had burned there, for the years given to them

She had | earned to understand that it was fitting, sonmehow. IIllness had
given Ben to her, and it had been the same illness that took himaway at |ast.
There was a bal ance, a justice to the thought, painful though it m ght seem

Dr. Pell sent Ben to a specialist at once, when he began to | ose weight
wi t hout any obvi ous cause. Hildy cooked |like a madwoman, all Ben's favorite
di shes, and Aunt Lina made up herb teas fromthe fragrant plants in her garden
patch, even coaxing himto drink them at tinmes.

Benji e had been ol d enough to understand sonething was badly amiss with
his father. He'd taken to followi ng Ben's every step, when he was at hone, and
whenever school was out he went to the forest with him as well. Marise's
confort, now, was to hope the two were together in whatever life mght cone
after this one.

As for herself, she had sinply dug in her heels for another battle to
the finish for her husband's life. She had thought this time, too, she m ght
win that contest with death, for the first had | ooked even | ess prom sing.
Then Ben had been underwei ght, hadn't eaten properly for years, and was

terribly ill when he finally went to a doctor

But after these intervening years he had been fed well, was hard with
physi cal work, and was surrounded with loving care to help his body fight that
nanel ess eneny. And it was still namel ess, for even specialists could not

identify it. Allergists had followed internists. Surgeons had expl ored.
Techni ci ans had drawn enough bl ood to satisfy a Dracula wi thout finding what
it was that was draining the life fromBen C arrington

He had died, slowinch by slowinch, withering froma sl ender
six-footer to a wasted figure that Marise had no trouble in lifting and
turning. Hs flesh nelted away over many |long nonths, until only his black
eyes still held a spark of his old self.

Long before she would adnit defeat, he had known this was the | ast
fight of his life. Even now, she could see himlying there, black hair and
bl ack eyes the only contrast to the pale sheets, so thin and col orl ess had he
becone.

A week before the end he called her to his side. "I want to talk to
Benjie," he said. "He knows I won't make it, though he seens to be denying it



to hinmself. It'Il be easier if |I tell himthe truth, in plain words. It
woul dn't be fair for ne to die without letting himknow what's coni ng soon
Tell himto cone up as soon as he gets home from school ."

She had, of course, though the hardest thing she had ever done in her
life was to turn her back on their roomand | eave Ben and his son to talk
alone. Yet it was their right to be alone for this terribly private
di scussi on. She had managed to give themthat.

She had gone right down the stairs and taken refuge in Hldy' s kitchen
ending up crying on the cook's solid shoulder. Bless Hi|ldy. She had been the
only one who hadn't protested Marise's decision to nurse Ben to the end, right
there in the roomwhere they had been so happy. Marise had been determ ned he
would die in his own bed, rather than in sone sterile hospital room

"I's best," Hildy had said to Lina and Evan Turner. "Hospital can do
not hi ng. Doctor can do nothing. Is no pain. Wiy should he not be at home with
us who love hin? Marri is nurse and can do what he needs better than anyone
else. |Is best!"”

That had quieted Aunt Lina's objections, and those of the Trustees, who
already were running a large part of Clarrington Enterprises. But Lina never
gave up hope. She seened to feel someone, sonewhere coul d keep her nephew
alive. Yet at the end even she seened to realize that for Ben, in his present
condition, life would only be a cruelty.

Except for Penel ope, everyone in the house visited Ben every day. Andy
cane faithfully, awash in whiskey funmes. He nodded and grunted and twitched
hi s bushy eyebrows in the code Ben understood fully as well as Hildy did.

H |1 dy cane too, of course, several tinmes each day, although the effort of
haul i ng her bulk up the steps on those aching | egs must have been torture.

Aunt Lina spent a lot of tine there, with a book to read al oud or her
sewi ng, while Marise was busy in the house or out at the farm H s aunt's
presence had seened to qui et Ben nore than anyone's at the |ast.

Benjie visited nmorning and evening. After the conference with his
father, the boy had cried to Marise, "Why does he have to die? Wiy does
everybody die? Uncle Hanni ... | remenber him Mama. He wouldn't talk to ne,
and his eyes didn't see me. And Granpa di ed, and G andnother and M ss Edenson
Everybody dies in this house. You're a nurse. You could stop it, if you wanted
to!"

It had hurt desperately at the time, though she came to understand his
childish anger. To his young m nd she had seened all powerful, as her own
father had seened to her at the same age. She had tried to explain, and he
qui eted at last, but still she sometimes caught a strange and thoughtful
expression on his face. A judgnental expression, she thought.

Ti me woul d have taught himbetter, of course, but he hadn't had tine.
The nmenory of his fury and anguish still troubled her

Mari se thought it was Ben's illness and Benjie's pain that filled the
house with such gl oom and forebodi ng. Her eyes opened each norning to a new
day, but there was no trace of her old joy. Reality pounced on her instantly
as she rose fromthe cot beside the bed where Ben slept in drugged rel axation

Gief, dread, frustration harried her through her days. Many of the
ni ghts were sl eepless ones, despite the nedication Dr. Pell had prescribed
and even when she slept nightmares hunted her through the hours of darkness.

Wthout the tranquilizers there would have been no sl eep, she knew,
even the broken kind from which she roused frequently to listen hard for Ben's
| abored breathing. Wien there was too I ong an interval between those breaths
she cane upright to check his pulse.

She, too, lost weight, which caught Aunt Lina's attention. It had been
Li na who sent her off to Pell again for stronger nedication, and those pills
had hel ped. But it had been they, she thought, that caused those increasing
| apses of nenory that troubled her so deeply.

Pel | had advised putting Ben in the hospital, of course. "Not that you
aren't doing all that can be done, ny dear, but because it is literally
killing you. | can see that w thout any nore examination. Since | saw you | ast



you have dropped at |east ten pounds and gained ten years." He took her hand
and shook it gently for emphasis.

"I't would be so much easier for you. | know Lina and Hildy do all they
can, but the burden falls directly on you, day and night. Do let nme admt
him"

She renmenbered shaki ng her head, stubbornly determ ned not to give up

until the | ast possible nonent. "Thank you, Doctor, but no. | understand your
concern, and | appreciate it. Truly | do. But if I sent Ben away from hone
now, when he needs us nost, |'d never be able to live with nyself, afterward.

"My husband is going to die in his ow roomand his own bed. Wth, Cod
willing, his famly gathered around him"

But it hadn't quite worked out that way. She knew for two days that he
couldn't last very much | onger, and she kept Benjie home from school so he
could be with his father as nuch as possible. Though Ben was too weak to talk
much, he enjoyed wat ching the boy describe ball ganes or expeditions to the
Channi ng Zoo or as he caricatured his teachers.

Benjie seened to understand that his chatter pleased his father, and he
seened to generate it naturally. But one evening she found her son crying
bitterly in his room after a session with Ben. To her pained surprise, she
knew he had been putting on an act to keep Ben occupi ed and anused.

He refused confort, turning fromher to bury his head in his pillow.
"Go away," he sobbed. "You can't help. You won't help him Go away!" He
hi ccupped and w ped his tears onto the pillow case. She touched his wet cheek
but he drew away from her hand.

Ben died that night. Even full of tranquilizers, she heard the change
in his breathing and knew he was in trouble in time to wake and try to hel p.

Hi s struggles for breath cut through her heart, as she rose from her
cot and went to his side. The night |ight showed his dark eyes, w de open
| ooki ng past her at sonething she knew she woul d not be able to see even if
she turned. Hi s hands rose toward her, and she cl asped them agai nst her chest.

"Tell Pen ... ," he gasped. "Tell Pen..."

“I"1l tell her anything you want, Ben. \Wat do you want me to say? |'l
go as soon as | can. Ben! Ben!"

But he had al ready gone away from her, his hands going linp, his eyes
flat and enpty. The | abored breaths rattled to a stop, and the struggl es of
his heart no |longer twitched the cloth of his pajam top

Mari se laid his hands, now so uncharacteristically still, across his
chest. She bent and kissed Ben's forehead and pulled the sheet over his face,
after closing the staring eyes.

He had died in this room O all the deaths that had taken place in the
house, his had been the only one she could swear was conpletely natural. Even
Mot her Clarrington's had left a question with her, after Edenson's tal k of
hearing voices in the night.

There was sonething ... was it the house itself that seened
threatening? It had not been the people, for she had loved themall, excepting
only Penel ope, whom she had feared.

Had she feared Marise Dering? Had the strangeness enmanated, in sone
way, from her own troubled spirit?

Mari se shook her head and crunpled the ominous letter in her hand. Then
she straightened it snooth and laid it on the night stand, beside her pale
bl ue tel ephone. Evan would call, when he returned.

Until then she must take his advice. Painful though it was, she nust
relive that last terrible event in this house. She nust exani ne every aspect
of each incident, every reaction of the people involved, including her own
reactions.

As for the threat in the letter, she nmust ignore that. Watever
happened now woul d have to happen, for there was nothing at all she could do
about it.

CHAPTER 20: THE NEWSPAPERS



From t he Channing d arion
POSTMAN FCUND DEAD

The body of Floyd Neill, 41, of 811 Postoak G ove Road was found at
11: 00 a.m on Friday, August 3, in a vacant lot in the 2000 bl ock of G apevine
Street. Neill, a postal carrier for eighteen years, had begun his round

normal ly. Deliveries were nmade over half his route, and his mail bag was al nost
hal f full when he was found.

El mer Nichols, 18, of 830 G apevine found the body while chasing his
dog, which had run into the lot.

Pol i ce reached the scene al nost i medi ately, as Nichols hailed a
passing patrol car half a block fromthe scene of his grisly discovery. Police
Chi ef Roger Tory has withheld the cause of Neill's death, pending
i nvestigation by the coroner's office.

Neill's widow, Alice, told reporters she knows of no physical condition
that m ght account for her husband's sudden death. Funeral services will be
held at O fberg Funeral Chapel, tine and date pending.

* * * %

From t he Channing d arion

DEATH RULED MURDER

SUSPECT SOUGHT

County Coroner Warren Slote has found Floyd Neill, 41, postal carrier
found dead on his route last Friday, to be the victimof strangling. Police
have given no hint of a reason for the slaying. Neill habitually carried
little cash when on his rounds, and his wallet was untouched. Several noney
orders were found anong the nmail left in his bag, ruling out the possibility
of robbery as a notive.

Neill, an eighteen-year enployee of the Postal Service, was well 1iked
by fell ow enpl oyees. Intimates insist he was happily married, regular in his
habits, and had no known enemies. H's widow, Alice Gerber Neill, is presently

unavai |l abl e for conment.

The only clue police nmention is a ripped inner pocket of the mailnmn's
jacket. Fell ow enpl oyees insist the jacket was intact before he | eft the Post
Ofice on Friday. The rip seens fresh and indicates that some item may have
been taken from the pocket.

Afairly tall, dark man was seen in the nei ghborhood earlier on the
nmorni ng of August 3 by a resident of the street, who was wal king his dog. So
far, no other stranger has been reported.

Pol i ce Chief Roger Tory has neither confirmed nor denied that this
stranger nmay be a suspect in the slaying.

* * * %

From t he Channing d arion

NEI LL MURDER STI LL UNSOLVED

W DOW GRANTS | NTERVI EW

Alice Neill, wi dow of Floyd Neill, the postal enployee found nurdered
| ast week on Grapevine Street, spoke to this reporter this norning. Ms.
Neill, who is not a suspect in the case, insists that her husband was a man of
qui et and easygoi ng habits, well |iked by neighbors as well as by those with

whom he worked. She insists she can find no reason why anyone he knew shoul d
kill him

Detailing his habits, she told this reporter that it was his invariable
rule to stop to rest in the |lot where his body was found. The stone bench
under a tree at the rear of the grounds, which sonme may recall as the QA ney
property whose house burned three years ago, was his usual resting spot. At
times in cold weather she would nmeet her husband there with a Thernos of hot
cof f ee.

Ms. Neill insisted that anyone who wat ched her husband for severa
days woul d surely know the tinme he would arrive, which was between ni ne and
nine fifteen, six days a week. She mmintains that he nay have been killed for
an itemhe carried in the torn inner pocket of his jacket. Only personal itens
were found by police, but Ms. Neill clainmed that he kept another there, a



heavy key. She was uncertain as to its use. Police Chief Roger Tory refused
comment when asked for reactions to Ms. Neill's statenent.

Funeral for Neill was held at O fberg Chapel on Tuesday, August 7, at
el even o' cl ock

CHAPTER 21: THE READI NG ROOM

Mari se seldomread the Clarion when it arrived. So little happened in
Channi ng that there sinply wasn't nmuch | ocal news, and national subjects were
better covered by the Charlottesville papers Evan brought her fromtine to
time. She still subscribed, as the darringtons had for generations, however,
and the paper arrived every afternoon

The newsboy always flung it into the mail slot fromthe street, seldom
m ssing his aim though she had to turn the thing herself to get the
publication out again. Sonetines it waited there until the next day's mail,
but on Wednesday she usually took out the accumul ation for the week to check
for specials she mght want Alistair to pick up for her

When she unrolled the sheets the nane Floyd Neill jumped out at her
She | ooked at the date, which was Tuesday's. The date of his death was the
precedi ng Friday.

She read with concentration, a prickly unease spreadi ng through her
Then she turned to page 3. NO FURTHER CLUES was the headline of a short

par agraph recapitulating the story of Neill's nurder
Mari se scranbl ed through the pile of rolled back issues and arranged
themin order of their dates. Then she began with the first account of Neill's

death and noved forward chronol ogically. The story unfol ded inevitably.

When she was done she | eaned back in her chair. That inner pocket was
the one in which he kept the key to her gate. Through the gl ass panels, she
had often seen himfunble in his jacket and bring out the big key to unl ock
the gate. Despite the humi d August heat, she felt a chill run up her back

Mari se reached for the tel ephone, dialed the number on the plastic
overlay, and waited.

"Channi ng Police. Edgeware."

It was a young voice. Too young? She had to risk it. "Is the chief in?
Chief..." she | ooked again at the paper ... "Tory?"

"Jussa mnute. Wo's callin"

"Ms. Carrington. 317 Myrtle Street. About M. Neill, the postman."

Agai n she waited.
After a long buzz a deep voice said, "Roger Tory here. May | help you?"

She took a deep breath before answering. "I don't really know | just
read in the Carion about the death of Floyd Neill, my postman. | am Ms.
Marise Clarrington ... | live in the big stone house on Myrtle Street."

"I know the famly, yes, Ma'am" he runbled. "Wat's the probl enP"

"I amnot really certain at this point that there is one. Did you
happen to find anong M. Neill's personal itens a rather |large brass key with
t he nunbers 317 engraved on its shaft?" She felt a surge of al nost-panic as
she thought what it might mean if it had been mi ssing.

"He had a key to ny front gate. You may be famliar with the tall iron
fence with the matching gate that surrounds ny property. The key allowed him
to get into deliver ny mail. | wondered about it. One doesn't like to think
of a ... a nmurderer who strangled a postman wal ki ng around with your key in
hi s possession.”

"Hrmm " She had a nental picture of a big, florid face, frowning
per haps, the eyes specul ative. She could al nbost hear his wheels turning as he
t hought about what she had sai d.

"W didn't find a key, Ms. darrington. W' Ill |ook anpbng his things at
the Post Ofice, and we'll keep in touch. Al right?"

She coul d hear skepticismmnm xed with concern in his fruity voice.
Carrington Enterprises, the | argest enployer in the county, swng a | ot of
wei ght. Despite her oddities, Marise was the head of that concern. She could
hear himbiting down on the ideas of power and noney.



But she also intuited his other thought. She felt him searching anong
his menories of stories about the old tragedy and the death of her
sister-in-Iaw Penel ope.

"Thank you. | shall call again, if you don't mnd," she said.

The phone clicked into place and she sat staring at the wall. Whatever
happened in this house ten years ago, whatever part she m ght have pl ayed
wi t hout knowing it, she now knew with total certainty that she had nothing
what soever to do with Floyd Neill's death.

This mght be cold confort, but it was better than not hing.

| NTERLOG THE WATCHER

He lay in his room chuckling silently. The conversation he had just
overheard as he passed quietly up the stairs to his cubbyhol e had al nost
brought a snort of laughter from him

Ellie, his landlady, was trying to punp information from Don d ass, the
police dispatcher who lived in the third floor front. She was tal king so fast,
at first, that dass had no chance to answer her, and the eavesdropper had
paused on the landing to |isten.

"I saw a police car across the street from her house this norning.
What's going on, Don? |I always did think she was too high and mghty to be
real. |Is she in trouble?"

"Now, Ellie, you know | can't give out that kind of information. Chief
Tory just said to | ook over the house, see that the fence is sound and
everything's okay. Od nman Neill's nmurder has us all junpy, and she called the
station the other day and asked to talk to the chief. Probably wanted himto
tell her everything was okay. God knows, you do the same thing to ne, every
time | cone or go."

Ellie snorted. "I still think she's one to watch, for nore reasons than
one. You hear about people living alone and going nutty, every so often
Shooting into crowds or cutting folks's throats at night. Sonebody who's lived
al one for ten years has got to be squirrelly.”

Don didn't answer but pretended to funble with his roomkey. "I hear
tell she's atiny little woman. Frail. Neill was a big fell ow and woul d be
m ghty hard even for ne to strangle. Nobody snmall could have got him" But he
never answered the wonan's charge, and the watcher had run on up the steps on
soft-shod feet, his shoul ders shaking with |aughter

It was reasonabl e that people should suspect her, he thought. She
seened to be a pink nonkey anpbng all the brown ones, and they'd be sure to
hate her and want to tear her to bits. She was different, and that neant
dangerous. He rolled over and | aughed into his pillow.

VWhen he'd | aughed hinself out, he sat up to gaze out of his w ndow He
could see, just barely, the tower of the darrington house, if he peered out
si deways. The shape of that round tower sobered him

A famliar fury washed through him engulfing himin a flood of fire
and bl ood.

CHAPTER 22: PENELOPE' S ROOM

Al t hough she had not gone near Penel ope's roomin years, Marise
renenbered the chanber far too vividly for her own confort. Only twice in her
life had she visited the place, and the first tinme she had been so shaken and
concerned she had not taken any clear picture of the rooms away wth her

Her second visit had been even nore traumatic than the first, for she
had gone to tell Penelope of her twin's death. She had approached the
many- bol ted door with her senses keyed to fever pitch and her nerves strung
too tightly to bear. She remenbered funbling in her pocket for the key to the
big lock and turning it, hearing the tunblers click. Andy, behind her, had
cleared his throat gruffly and reached to undo the bolts.

She recalled noticing for the first time the smell of dust, linseed
oil, turpentine, and the oily scent of paints. But another odor, faint and
pervasive, also had reached her. She had noticed it every tinme she had



encount ered Penel ope, though it was stronger here. She had unconsciously
| abeled it the snell of nmadness, though once she thought about it she knew it
was ridi cul ous.

She had noved out of the corridor, which was dimeven with the
fl ower - basket | anps on. Going into the room whose skylight allowed the bl aze
of natural l|ight needed for painting to pour through, alnost blinded her

Penel ope had stood agai nst the door |eading into her bedroom evidently
drawn fromher inner lair by Marise's knock. Tall and dark, strong and agile,
she seemed unsure of herself and defensive. Her shoulders were huddled as if
to protect her fromsone attack, as she watched Marise approach her. She
i gnored Andy conpl etely.

Mari se remenbered the dryness of her throat, the tightness in her chest
as she said, "Pen ... Penelope, | have cone with very bad news. It's hard for
me. It's going to be terribly hard for you, too. Please sit down, won't you?"

The woman nodded and noved to sit on the small couch. Marise perched on
a low chair, facing her. And though Marise was intent on her grief and the
difficulty of conveying this new death to Penel ope, the room swaminto focus
and she had to glance around. It al nost took her breath.

"Penel ope, how beautiful those paintings are! | never realized how
wonder ful your work is!" she had gasped.

For the walls were covered with canvases, and its corners were stacked
with nore. Abstract designs of intricate color variations jostled dreanscapes
that were infinitely detailed, real or misty, bright with the blaze of day or
dimw th the silver of noonlight. Watever other tragedies it had achieved,
the Clarrington heritage had produced at | east one authentic genius.

But her words meant nothing to her sister-in-law "Wat do you want?"
Penel ope asked, her voice harsh and hostile.

Andy cleared his throat, grunted once, and indicated Penelope with his
pi pe. Now Marise could read his signals as well as the others, and she sighed.

Despite her determination to remain calmand in control, she felt her
eyes fill with tears, but she blinked them back sternly. "Penel ope, Ben died
early this norning. Before daylight. His old illness that he had when | net
him... it cane back.

"We took himeverywhere, to any specialist we could find. Nobody could
ever di agnose his problem and this time was no different. Nobody could cure
it. He's been getting weaker for a long while, and now he's dead."

She gul ped, wi ped her eyes, and said, "Hi s |ast words were, 'Tel
Pen..."' but he didn't last long enough to tell nme what to tell you." Now the
tears fl owed uncontrollably, though she managed to keep her voice even. "He's
to be buried tomorrow at ten o' clock. He'd want you to be there. WIIl you
cone?"

Penel ope stared at her, through her. Those bl ack eyes blazed with
somet hing Marise couldn't understand ... was it excitenent? Hatred? Triunph?
She coul dn't be certain.

But his twin nust come to Ben's funeral, she knew, dangerous and unw se
though it mght seem They had been born together and she deserved to see him
buri ed.

Marise felt her sister-in-law controlling herself. It was like an
electrical field in the room making her own hair prickle on her scalp. The
vi brations of those taut nerves veiled the roomand even Andy squirned. But
Penel ope only | ooked at her visitors, those eyes bright wi th unspoken things
that neither could interpret.

But after a very |long pause she said, "I'll cone. Tomorrow. At ten."
She rose and turned away fromthem noving to an easel in the corner. She
began squeezing colors fromtubes onto a stained palette.

After that interview, Marise had never returned to Penel ope's roons.
Andy had gone up and brought the madwonman down for the funeral the next
nmor ni ng, and she appreciated his sparing her the effort.

Now, after all those years, the paintings came back to haunt her. |
shoul d have had sonmeone apprai se them she thought. | should send themto a



gallery or an art deal er, even though she has been dead for a decade; such
work has to command a market. It's such a waste, leaving themup there at the
nmercy of the danp.

A random t hought floated through her mind. What was it Penel ope
i ntended to paint, that [ast norning? She had approached a bl ank canvas, but
t here had been purpose in her attitude, and her hands had been sure as she put
col or onto her board.

Mari se thought of the note on her nightstand. It was a threat, she had
no doubt. The postnman who had brought it was now buried in the same cenetery
hol ding the rest of her own famly. She might as well end things tidily, if it
canme to that.

She woul d go up and | ook into Penelope's roonms at |ast, for better or
worse. It couldn't hurt her worse than any of the other horrors she had
al ready borne. And such a visit mght explain sonmething. You never could tell

She turned toward the third floor for the first tine in years. The
corridor beyond the hospital suite was a disgrace, cobwebs festooning the
cornices and dust dinmring the carpet. It snelled nmusty, unaired. She should
have hired someone to cone in, at intervals, to take care of the worst of the
dirt in the unused part of the house.

Mari se sneezed, the sound sharp and startling in the stillness of the
third floor. The bl ank doors of enpty roons seened to echo the sound, and she
shook hersel f. Fanciful ness had not carried her through all those years. Only
hard sel f discipline and her own peasant stami na had done that.

She noved al ong the corridor and found the cross passage where she
turned toward Penel ope's roons. The door stood open, as Andy nust have left it
on that |ast norning.

She didn't dare to hesitate outside or she might turn and run away down
the flights of stairs and out the front door. She pushed the door w der and
stepped into the room where Penel ope O arrington had spend al nost the entire
span of her life.

Her easel still stood, back to the north light. The palette, its oils
caked and dusty, lay on the little table beside it. Brushes stiff with old
pai nt and dust stood in a jar fromwhich the turpentine had |ong since
evaporated. There was still a faint tang in the air recalling linseed oil and
pai nt .

Mari se crossed the room her heels clicking sharply on the uncarpeted
har dwood. She noved past the little sofa, the chair in which she had sat to
tell Penel ope her brother was dead. She went around the table and stared at
the canvas on the easel

A hand seened to clench about her heart, squeezing it painfully. She
backed blindly toward the w ndow seat and pl opped down anmid a puff of dust and
nol d.

Penel ope's | ast work had been a portrait. The genius that had been her
gift permeated it, gave it life even beneath the coat of dust veiling its
i ntense col ors.

At first Marise thought it was a |ikeness of Ben, renmenbered fromtheir
youth by his twin. The dancing bl ack eyes stared fromthe canvas in their old
fam liar manner. But when she | ooked nore closely, she realized the shape of
this face was subtly different. The hair lay snooth instead of kicking up into
rebellious curls.

This wasn't a portrait of Ben at all. It was a |ikeness of Benjie. And
t hat was i npossible.
Mari se sat still on the wi ndow seat, her eyes fixed on the picture. Her

m nd was racing. As far as she knew, Pen had never laid eyes on Benjie unti
the norning of Ben's funeral, yet the worman had turned her back on her
visitors and begun work on this canvas inmmedi ately after being told of her
brot her's death.

They had all known Penel ope got out of her rooms at times, and it had
been a constant worry to everyone. But when did she see Benjie? She had
usual | y been out at night. Hadn't she?



Her son had never nentioned seeing his aunt, though it had been
explained to himthat she was very sick and had to stay upstairs. They had to
tell the boy something, for he was too quick and curious to nmiss the fact that
food was taken up three tines a day.

How did she see himw thout his knowing it? Marise wondered. O did he
know he was bei ng watched and keep it a secret?

Marise rose and lifted the portrait down off the easel. Carrying it
carefully, she took it downstairs to her roons, where she cleaned it with a
soft cloth and soapy water. As she worked she saw the tangled colors of the
background cl ear and brighten and sort thensel ves, under her probing gaze,
into another face. It was al nost hidden in dreany clouds of color, but it was
Penel ope's own, staring out of the canvas over Benjie's shoul der.

The expression was unlike any she had ever seen Penel ope wear. Focused.
Alive. Triunmphant?

Marise dried the canvas with a towel, blotting it carefully before she
| eaned it against the wall and stood back. For her sanity's sake, she had to
expl ore her nenories of that last terrible day. Perhaps when Evan call ed her
at last she m ght have something useful to tell him

CHAPTER 23: THE CLARRI NGTON PLOT

The norning of Ben's funeral had been cloudy, threatening rain at any
nmonent. The services were held in the Carrington parlor, and it had been
attended by a few close friends and one very distant and very anci ent cousin,
the Iast remaining Carrington except for Aunt Lina, Penel ope and Benji e.

Evan Turner, young as he was, had been her right hand in attending to
such matters. He had arranged, as Aunt Lina insisted, to have the body held at
Ofberg' s until tinme to go to the cenetery. Despite the weather, the timng
had gone off well and the cars fromthe house had pulled up just behind the
hearse. Marise thought it strange that such an irrelevant detail had stuck in
her menmory when she had been, she would have sworn, blind and deaf with grief.

There had been a canopy over the grave, the raw earth hidden by
bl ankets of artificial grass and ranks of flowers. The snmall procession
followed the pallbearers into its scanty shelter and stood while the coffin
was set into place.

Al t hough Evan indicated a bench at the front, Marise did not sit, nor
did anyone else. It was as if they stood at attention for Ben while the
m ni ster who had christened himsaid a short prayer and intoned the Epi scopal
service for the dead. As he spoke, the rain began falling softly, then harder
and they turned at his final prayer and made for the cars.

Mari se had been so weary and so sad that she clung to Benjie's hand,
noticing only irrelevant things like the tinmng and the rain and the warnth of
Benjie's small paw in her own. He squirnmed fromtime to tinme as if to pul
free, and she knew this alien ritual had not really served to help himbid
farewell to his father. He was too young to grasp the full inpact of what had
happened to their lives.

Andy and Hildy had stood at the rear of the famly group, together with
a strange man whom she took to be soneone hired to | ook after Penel ope. She
stood between the two servants, with the guard just behind her. Wen the group
turned to | eave the gravesite, those four |led the way, picking their way over
t he danp grass and the gravel ed wal ks between the tonbstones.

They reached the curving drive where the cars waited, and Penel ope
stepped forward calmMy, as if to enter the linousine. Instead, she jerked her
armfrom Andy' s unready hand and darted forward, stiff-armng the driver out
of her way. She dashed around the vehicle as Hldy's shriek seened to spur her
to greater speed. Then she was gone across the drive and into the maze of
pl ots and trees and headstones beyond it.

Mari se stood frozen, and around her everyone el se seened frozen, too.
Nobody stirred to give chase for what seened an endl ess nmonment. Then the young
guard ran after her through the thickening mst, followed by the patrol nan who
had | ed the procession on his notorcycle.



That instant had cost themdearly, for it gave Penelope all the |ead
she needed. She bounded out of sight into the trees bordering the far side of
the cenetery.

Aunt Lina, standing beside Marise, grasped her el bow painfully. The
brui se | asted for weeks afterward, she recalled. "Ch, Marri, if she gets away!
She has no idea how to survive on her own. She can't know where she is or what
to do to find her way home again, if she should want to. She's never been off
t he grounds al one since she was ten years old!" The woman's voi ce cracked.

"CGod, let themcatch her! She is dangerous!" It was not an exclamation
but a prayer, and Marise recognized it as such

As long as they could see the bobbing heads of the pursuers, they stood
in the rain, watching. At |last Benjie tugged his hand | oose and darted
forward. That woke her from her bew | derment, and she caught him just, by the
tail of his jacket.

"No, son. That's your Aunt Penel ope, you know. W told you about her
She is too ill to know what she's doing, and you can't help her. I'mnot even
sure they can catch her, and they're grown and have long | egs." She caught his
rel uctant hand again.

"W nust get into the limousine right now and go home. W're all wet
and we'll get sick, too." She managed, with Lina's help, to put the
struggling, distracted child into the vehicle, and the quiet young man from
O fberg' s drove themhone as calmy as if he saw madwonen escape and go haring
away from funerals every day of the week. Marise had been oddly grateful for
t hat .

The drive hone had seened much | onger than the few mles warranted.

Mari se had sat, hands clasping Lina's and Benjie's all the way, with her nind
raci ng. She had known, intuitively, that those men woul d never catch Penel ope.
Her flight had seenmed, once Marise | ooked back on it, entirely too well tined
and coolly carried out to be the sudden inmpul se of a denented m nd

She had to del ay thinking about it, however, when they arrived at the
house, for neighbors and friends had |unch on the table when they got there.
Expl anati ons had to be nmade, of course, and Marise could see the thought of
t hat escaped madwoman running |like a blaze through the thoughts of everyone
there.

Al t hough few knew of the Clarrington heritage and the trauma suffered
by the neighbor's child had never been laid at Pen's door, the runors about
poor Clara still survived anobng the ol der generation of darrington
acquai ntances. It nade everyone extrenely nervous.

It was with considerable relief that she had seen the cousin, the
nei ghbors, and the elderly group of friends take their departure. That |eft
Marise, Lina, and Benjie to their grief.

H | dy went down to her own quarters al nost i mediately, and Marise knew
she was worrying about Andy. He was too old to go running around in the wet,
chasing after their charge. But he did conme in, danp and defeated, in the
m d- af t er noon

This time his wordl ess code was not sufficient. He had to talk aloud in
words, and the effort seened to exhaust himnore than those exertions in the
woods and the fields.

"She got away," he said. "Chased her clean into the woods, over the
fields, and into the woods t'other side. Wods go clean to Pear Ri dge. Never
find her now God knows what'l|l happen to her. Got to lock the gate."

He'd hurried away before any nore words could be pried out of him H s
key was in his hand, ready to secure the | ock. Marise gaped after himunti
Aunt Lina touched her hand and pulled her into the parlor to set her down in a
deep chair.

"Don't you see?" the old woman had asked. "Now she's tasted freedom
She was unpredictable before, when the entire world was contai ned by her room
or at least parts of the house she could reach before someone caught her. Now,
who knows?

"She might nmurder us in our sleep. That's a possibility, Marise.



Remenber the family in England and poor Clara. It's in the blood. | asked our
lawer to tell the police to keep a watch on the house tonight. |I've never
admtted it before, but I'mterrified of Penel ope.

"She's hated ne since that day she was | ocked away. She believes |
persuaded her parents to do that, after she attacked nme. Ben told her nmany
times that it was his insistence which finally nmade them act, but she never
has believed it." Lina was pale, the jade green eyes al nost faded.

"I"'mold, Marise. | used to be strong enough to cope w th anything, but
now I|'mtoo tired. Tired and full of grief. | sinply don't care, any nore. But
| don't want to die in any way Penel ope would arrange for ne."

Not only the outer gate was | ocked. The house, too, was |ocked tightly,
the shutters | atched, and even the iron fence was inspected for flaws. Aunt
Lina's |l awer phoned to say the police would send a car past regularly, al
t hrough the night, in case the runaway tried to conme hone.

Marise tried to persuade her son to stay with her in the tower suite.
"It's so lonely there without your Daddy," she told him But the black eyes
avoi ded hers, and he shook his dark head.

"My father is dead now," Benjie said, his tone flat. "Everything is
different. There's no famly any nore, except for you and ne and Aunt Lina.
And Hi I dy and Andy, of course. It's just no good any nore. |'d rather be in ny
own room"” H s voice had been cold, alnobst hostile.

Though watery sunlight peeped through the clouds before sunset, night
cane at last. |If the day had been incredibly Iong, the night was intermnnable.
Al one in the round bedroomfor the first tine in years, Marise tried for a
while to sleep, but even one of her tranquilizers hadn't hel ped.

She rose at last and tried to read in her sitting room but she
couldn't concentrate. She felt |ike a clock whose spring had broken, letting
everything fly apart in wild spirals. She sinmply couldn't be still.

At |last she went to the kitchen and heated water for tea. She took the
hot brew into the study, |ocking the door behind her compul sively, and sat in
Father Carrington's deep chair. Sonething of his steadfast quality stil
lingered there, and it conforted her, just a bit.

But the night was full of nmenace that reached for her, though she knew
on some | evel of her consciousness that the pill she had swal | owed was worki ng
to distort her perceptions and tweak at her nerves. She had to be busy, or she
woul d go nad.

The conpany books had not been brought up to date in tw weeks, because
she had been so busy with Ben. If anything could put her to sleep it was those
colums of figures, she felt sure. She remenbered struggling through them
jotting down totals, seeing the figures blur before her eyes. She nust have
drifted off fairly quickly, with her half filled teacup at her el bow

Sonet hi ng had waked her. Even after so nany years she could still fee
the start with which she had jerked back to al ertness. She sat up, her cheek
sore fromresting on her knuckl es.

The tea was cold, and she knew she had slept for sonme time. She felt
i ght-headed and dizzy, and it was dark, for the bulb in the desk |anmp had
evidently gone out while she slept. The darkness was relieved only by a trace
of moonlight filtering through the open draperies at the rear w ndow.

She rose from her cranped position and stretched. Perhaps she could go
to bed now and sl eep. Marise reached for the brass |lever that unlocked the
door, fumbling awkwardly in the darkness.

But the door was not |ocked. It wasn't even quite touching the janb.

CHAPTER 24: AUNT LI NA'S ROOM

Mari se pulled her sweater nore tightly around her shoul ders. The August
heat had not been able to warm her since she began her quest backward through
the years to that hideous day and night. She felt as if she were in a crypt,
danp with old horrors and fears.

She lifted the tel ephone fromthe table beside her and touched the
dial. Then she set it back in its cradle. No, she would not give in to this



pani cky feeling.

Evan woul d call as soon as he arrived. She could depend on that, if
upon nothing else in her strange life. To call again so soon would nerely give
CGertrude Fisk evidence to use if she tried to bring her conpetency into
guestion. Besides, the call was only an excuse.

Her mind was playing tricks, trying to sidle away from pursuing the
task she was requiring of it. She didn't, on sone deep level, truly want to
know what had happened that night. Perhaps her subconsci ous knew quite well
that she had abetted Penelope in her terrible work. Perhaps her conscious m nd
wanted to avoid realizing her own guilt.

She stood and went into the entry hall. That night had begun, for her
in the study. She had to go there and repeat every nmove, every thought. She
must see again everything her eyes had found as she staggered out of the dark
room

She opened the door and, once inside, she turned and cl osed her eyes to
recapture the darkness in which she had stood. The door had, nobst certainly,
been open when she woke. Even disoriented as she had been, there was no doubt
of that, although she could recall turning the brass | ever when she went in,
hearing it click as the | ocking nechani sm snicked into place.

Those were two incontrovertible facts. It had been | ocked. It was open
when she woke. No matter what the tranquilizer had done to her perceptions,
that much was certain. CERTAIN

Fol l owi ng that old pattern, she opened the door again and went into the
entry hall. There had been a draught there, she renenbered clearly. It had
chilled her bare ankles beneath the hem of her robe. She had thought at once
of the door closing off the apartnment bel ow

Andy frequently forgot to close it, and a draught pulled through the
hal | when that was done, because of the vent fans in the basenent apartnment.
She remenbered thinking about it, and that was another fact.

It had been entirely dark, though the fixtures along the stairwell
shoul d have been lit. She had left themon to cast their dim warmlight.

Per haps there had been a power failure.

She returned to the study, she renmenbered, and felt in the second
drawer of the desk for Father Carrington's huge flashlight. Wen she sw tched
it on, its white beam cut through the darkness |like a beacon. She followed it
gratefully to the basement stair.

It had been terribly quiet down there, considering that Andy's snoring
was fampbus for both volune and virtuosity. Wen he slept, even catnaps in the

daytime, the sonorous rasps often found their way to the entry hall, if the
door was |left open. But there was only silence.
Their stair, too, stood in darkness, though its small |ight was never

turned out. Marise set a foot on the top step and shifted her wei ght downward.
She felt oddly di senbodi ed. Wbrse than that, she had been filled with dread,
for sonething had happened down there. Sonething she didn't want to see or
even to find out about.

Reaching the nmiddle of the stair, she shone the |ight downward toward
the main door shutting off this part of the house. It stood open, and beyond
it Hldy's door, too, was ajar, though the old couple usually seal ed
thensel ves into their quarters at night, whatever the weather.

Mari se took anot her step downward. Sonething glistened on the floor
just inside Hildy's doorway. It was shiny in the beamof the flash.

Sticky.

Red.

She had al nost dropped the flashlight as the snmell reached her. It was
not the famliar faint odor she had found so often in this house where so many
had died. It was sharper, one she hadn't nmet in years, since her work in the
operating room

Bl ood.

Now she opened her eyes, alnost feeling the shape of the flash in her
hand, even after all those intervening years. She felt through her nenories.



What had she done at this point? Had she stood as she did now, paralyzed with
terror?

She thought not. She should have stood frozen for only a few nonents,

t hough it mght have been nore. The nedication had warped her time sense, she
t hought, and maybe it had distorted nore than that.

She had to renmenber. She'd avoided thinking about this for too |ong,
allowing it to trap her in this house, allowing her life to drift with tine.
She had taken refuge from herself even nore than fromthe world. Now she had
to know.

That letter had been the |ast straw. She rel axed, allowi ng her nind to
go back to her younger self, terrified, dizzy, filled with grief. Long or
short, the time on the steps had ended at |ast, and she had rushed up to the

entry, down the hall, into the kitchen. That Iight had come on without
hesitation. So it was no power failure.
The kitchen had been ransacked. Drawers were left pulled out, spilling

their contents onto the spotless floor. Cupboards stood open, their boxes and
bags and cans di sarranged. Soneone had searched here frantically. For what?
But even in her dizzy state she knew what had been done.

Drawn by instinct or nenmory, Marise had gone to the knife cupboard and
| ooked inside. Two of the slots were enpty. The carving knife that had reduced
so many Christmas turkeys to bare bones was nissing fromits place. So was the
cl eaver. Even now she shuddered, renenbering.

She had turned, feeling her robe swirling around her |egs, and suddenly
Aunt Lina's words came back to her with the enphasis of a shout. Shaken, she
fled up the stair to the second floor, flicking switches as she passed, for
all the flower fixtures had been turned off. They bl oomed softly in that
corridor as she reached the head of the stair.

She pounded on Aunt Lina's door, but it was not |ocked, though Lina had
made a constant practice of |ocking herself in at night. That door, too, noved
under her fists, and it swung open when she pulled at it. This made her stop
short.

Al ways, they had | ocked their doors, Ben, Hanni, Father darrington
and M ss Edenson. Wth Penelope likely to escape fromconfinenment, it was nad
not to. Suddenly she didn't want to go into the room She dreaded what mi ght
lie on the other side.

But she was a nurse, and she had bragged about her tough peasant
heritage. She had the ability to cope with anything, come what mght. G asping
the flash firmy, as nmuch as a weapon as a light, she stepped into the room an
swi tched on the Iight.

Her first thought was that Aunt Lina had repainted her room But who
woul d pai nt a bedroom red?

She reached to steady herself against the bureau and stopped just in
time. It, too, was sneared with red. That could only be Aunt Lina lying there
on the bed, and the floor, and the bedside table. But it was inpossible to
tell for sure, now

Mari se's stomach had turned. No nurse or surgeon or even soldier had
ever seen anything worse than that room The worst thing of all was the giant
painting on the wall facing the door. A great Cheshire-cat grin was drawn
there in shades of drying bl ood.

Her adrenalin had been flowing. Marise had felt her wits shake free of
the clogging pill at last and throw aside the quaking of her own flesh. For
she thought of her son. Benjie had been alone on this floor wth Penel ope, who
must have achi eved at |ast her |ong planned revenge agai nst her aunt.

VWhat had the woman done to her son? She turned, her robe flapping
agai nst the wet snears on bureau and door-janb. Her heart tight in her chest,
Marise had run for Benjie's room

CHAPTER 25: BENJI E'S ROOM

Caught in the grip of those old menories, Marise fled along the

corridor to the roomthat had been her son's. They had not used the old



nursery on the third floor but had decorated one near the head of the stair
wi th the gnomes, elves, and nursery-story figures Marise | oved when she was a
chi | d.

VWen Benjie was eight he denmanded that his walls be painted off-white.
He favored a spartan style, with a canp bed, desk, folding chair. "Like a
safari," he pleaded, after seeing a novie that caught his fancy. That was what
t hey had done, and he had seened quite pleased to let it remain that way.

She renmenbered running to this door and slowing to a stop. Wat woul d
she find inside? Could she bear it if her son had suffered the sanme fate Aunt
Li na had?

Then she had caught herself. Benjie nmight be in there right now, she
t hought, cowering in the dark, terrified of what he nust have heard fromthe
adj oi ni ng room where his great-aunt had died so horribly. She touched the knob
and found this door was | ocked.

Her heart thudding with relief, she sped down to her own roonms and got
the key from her desk, which also held spare keys to all the roons in the
house. As she turned it in the lock of Benjie's roomshe was crooni ng
confortingly, "It's all right, darling. Mama's here, and it's all right. W'l
pack right up and go back to New Engl and. "

There was no sound frominside and she redoubl ed her assurances as the

door opened. "I'll get a job and we'll live in an apartnent and have a
wonderful life. Don't be afraid, son, no matter what you've heard. |I'm here
now. "

The light was on. Benjie wasn't in his room though the bedcl othes |ay
in a tangle and his sneakers, which he insisted on using as house slippers,
were not under the bed.

There was bl ood on the door knob, the pillowase, and it had dri bbl ed
down t he khaki col ored counterpane.

Mari se's knees went out from under her and she sat abruptly on the
floor. She could taste vonit, but when her stonmach heaved not hi ng cane up

She gagged again. Then she drew a deep breath and called, "Benjie!
Benjie!" She knew with bitter certainty there would be no answer.

Nevert hel ess, she haul ed herself upright and pull ed open the cl oset
door. Nothing there. She stooped and peered under the bed. No trace of her son
was to be found in his room

She asked al oud, "Wat would -- what coul d Penel ope have done with hinf

| have to think like a crazy person. Where would | hide a little boy, living
or dead? This house is too big -- there must be a hundred pl aces Penel ope knew
as a child but |I could never discover. |I've never even wal ked through all of

it."

She strained to think, to work her way into that demented m nd. "The
attics? | never went there. Nor to the rest of the basenents, beyond Hildy's
apartment. There nust be cubbies and crannies and closets | don't even suspect
are there

"Too many! Too nmany!" Tears had streanmed down her face, but she paid no
attention.

Shuddering, her teeth chattering, she had torn herself fromthat enpty
room and run down the stair to her own | anding.

She had to call for help. God grant that Penel ope hadn't torn out the
phone wires!

CHAPTER 26: THE TOWER APARTMENT

Marise could still feel the sick despair that had gripped her as she
searched for her son. It had never, she realized, entirely left her. She'd
carried its dregs in her soul through the intervening decade. Now it was part
of her bl ood and bones, and she had not been consciously aware of it.

On that terrible night she had gone to earth Iike an animal pursued by
predators. Her own place, her own roons held the last remmants of sanity and
safety in a world gone conpletely nad.

She tore her door open wi thout pausing, for she had left it unl ocked



after finding Benjie's key ... the noment seenmed years ago, nhow, instead of
m nutes. That hasty trip was a blur in her mnd, for all her thought had been
concentrated on the boy.

She recalled setting the automatic | ock and pressing the light swtch,
before turning toward the phone table. Penel ope stood there, smling calny
waiting for her in the center of her own sitting room The m ssing carving
knife was in her hand.

The dark pantsuit the woman had worn to her twin's funeral was now
gaily patterned with scarlet and rust. Her fingers were dark with bl ood, as
wel I, and the underside of her jaw was spattered with it. The snile faded,
| eavi ng her expression quizzical ... the look of a cat regarding a nouse that
had escaped, only to be caught again.

Penel ope was big, stocky and powerful, and she knew her own strength.
Her stance was easy but alert, as if she discounted anything Marise mght do
to resist her.

Mari se understood; she was expected to try to run, and any attenpt at
flight would be thwarted instantly. Suddenly her world shrank to the
di mensions of this single room

Time slowed. Grief and fright and anger chilled out of her
consci ousness as her mnd frosted to a single point of survival. There was one
chance for life, and she had to live until she found Benjie. She asked only
that nmuch of fate. Let her find her son, alive or dead, and she would die
wi t hout a whi nper.

Mari se moved forward toward the watching, waiting woman. Penel ope
didn't expect her to do that, and her eyes narrowed. This reaction was not one
she was used to, it was obvious. She backed a step, and her air of confidence
dimnished just a little. As Marise drew nearer she backed anot her step
per haps she renmenbered the small er wonman knocki ng her unconscious, on their
first encounter so |ong before.

Certainly Marise was renenbering. She held to the thought with
desperate tenacity. She had done it once, and she had to do her best to repeat
her feat. That attack had been unexpected, however, and now Penel ope was wary,
recal | i ng what she m ght do.

Only her training, Marise realized, could bring her out of this room
alive. That and the cold sharpness her m nd had becone, razor honed with
desperate need. She had to lull Ben's twin, get her off bal ance, so she noved
forward again, alnost within reach of the nadwonan

Penel ope stood al nost agai nst the curving wall of the sitting room now
and had begun glancing rapidly fromside to side, as if she expected soneone
to attack her from behind and come to Marise's aid. Yet she had to know t he
two of themwere the only living people in the house -- unless Benjie -- but
Mari se pushed the thought aside.

Penel ope stepped forward, her big hot body al nbst touching Marise. She
had not flinched, Marise recalled with pride. Instead, she reached forward,
al nost casual |y, and whi pped the carving knife out of Pen's hand. Wt hout
interrupting the notion, she flung it away behind her and heard it clatter
agai nst sone piece of furniture.

"What did you do with the cl eaver?" she asked, her voice glacially
calm

Penel ope hadn't expected that or any question fromher, it was obvious.
She had becone so used to being the silent, unseen terror, instantly
i npri soned agai n when she was caught, that she didn't know how to deal with
words. Al nmpost solely in her own roons had anyone spoken to her

"I ... left it ... sonmewhere," she faltered. Now the bl ack eyes were
wary, unsure of what she m ght expect. There was a flicker of sonmething wild
behi nd t hem

Mari se caught the signal imediately and stepped sideways, knocki ng
agai nst the phone table. Pen's rush carried her past, but Mrise had no chance
to strike her.

"You killed your father,"'

Marise said in a conversational tone. "D dn't



you?"

The woman turned, |ooking crafty now "I'mno fool," she said. "I knew
too much of that nedicine would kill him | hoped they'd think you nurdered
hi m and woul d send you off to prison, but they didn't. Too bad."

"And M ss Edenson?"

"How could 1? | was |ocked up then and couldn't manage to get out.
Still, I did ... arrange it. Yes, | did arrange it, just like |I did Mther. |
made t he plans and sonebody el se did the work for me. Wuldn't you like to
know who?" The bl ack eyes were nocking, and Marise felt a sudden rush of fury.

But Penel ope noved before she could use any of the tactics she had been
consi deri ng. She dashed toward the knife, out in the room swooped upon it and
turned again to face Mari se.

"Now we'll see," she panted. "You cane here into ny house, married to
nmy brother. You tricked themall into | oving you, too, though they never |oved
me. They | ocked ne up, all alone, except for Andy. And he was only there part
of the tine.

"When Hildy told me about you | meant to kill you, right off, but I
didn't have the chance. | only had tine to fix your bridal chanmber for you."
She smirked.

"Then you were gone so nuch, or locked up in here with Ben ... ny Ben
| got out a fewtinmes and talked to you. You heard ne, too, didn't you?
hoped | could frighten you away, if | couldn't kill you, but you were too
stupid to run. Now | ook what you've nade nme do!"

Though she heard the words, Marise was watching her eyes. Wen those
nmoved of f her face, she knew what she had to do, but she smiled carefully and
said, "You know better than that. Nobody nade you do anything." She took a
deep breath.

"I don't believe in that famous C arrington madness. | think what you
suffered fromwas the old Carrington greed, that grasping for things and
nmoney and power, but you carried it to an awful extrene. | wonder if the sane

wasn't Clara's problem and the nusician uncle's too. The ol d grabby
tendenci es that made cousins marry cousins for so long to get |land, despite
t he odds, made the probl em

"One in every generation got the benefit of that, it seems. The rest

gave themthe benefit of too many doubts, | feel certain."
Those eyes shifted, just a fraction. Marise reached behind her, tore
t he phone | oose fromthe wall with a single pull, and net the worman's rush

with all her strength behind the weight of the instrument.

Penel ope stood for a noment, her ruined face filled with shock and
surprise. The phone dropped from Mari se's hand and she staggered back to | ean
agai nst the wall. Now she had done her best, and it hadn't been enough

Her sister-in-law took a step forward, but her foot crunpled beneath
her. She fell onto her bloody face at Marise's feet.

Mari se remenbered ... it had taken her some tinme to gather the strength
to nove. And in that interval she heard something on the stair. Had it been a
f oot st ep?

In this present, she still strained to renenber the sound. She had been

exhausted, drained, so battered enotionally and physically that she had hardly
known what she was doi ng. Had she actually heard anything at all or had her

i magi nati on, strained past belief, laid the groundwork for the trap in which
she found hersel f?

In the time when she thought she was asleep in the study, had she,
hersel f, opened the iron gate and the heavy front door for Penel ope? Had sone
| at ent madness in herself been drawn by that tragic woman to do such a nad
thi ng? Was she driven into insanity by the | osses she had sustai ned?

She sighed with effort, trying to renenber. Was she guilty, along with
Penel ope, of the deaths of H ldy and Andy, Lina and Benjie, as well as of the
death she did recall? She closed her eyes, straining toward that frozen nonent
in the tower room

There had been sonething on the stair, and she had still thought so as



she went down to the parlor to tel ephone for Evan Turner. Had it been a nouse?

Per haps.

She barely renmenbered that phone call to Evan, who had become such a
good friend while working with Ben in the woods. She knew he had suffered a
bad night, hinself, after carrying Ben to his grave the afternoon before, but
he had been the one she thought of and the one whose number she coul d renenber
wi t hout | ooking it up.

Hi s voi ce had been fogged with sl eep when he answered the phone. That
was one |andmark in the fog of the night. He nmust have had trouble going to
sl eep, too.

She recall ed her words quite clearly. "M. Turner, can you cone? W
have a ... problem here." The understatenent, when she thought of it, had |eft
her half anused and half shaken for all the years since.

Later he told her he had cone in a rush, to find the front gate
standi ng open and the front door unlocked. Only the open parlor door had
reveal ed that she was there, nercifully unconscious at |ast, beside the
dr opped phone.

Ten minutes later the patrol car had passed, having been del ayed by a
traffic accident on the other side of town. It had been the officer in it who
found H I dy and Andy, or what was left of them

He and Evan had searched the house as well as possible. They'd found
Aunt Lina, Benjie's enpty room the remains of Penelope in the tower sitting
room "It was like a nightmare," Evan told her later

"She still had the knife in her hand, glued fast with bl ood. She |ay
there with her skull smashed in and the broken phone beside her. God only
knows how you managed to stop her with such an unlikely weapon."

O course there had been a lot of publicity, for the Carrington nane
carried a ot of news value. The darrington flaw had been thoroughly aired,
not only by the nedia but by the gossips all over the state who had known any
of the famly.

Even C ara was dragged from her obscure niche in history and exani ned
closely. Nothing could be proved at this point in the game, but specul ations
had struck very close to the truth. Marise realized that, weeks later, when
she was able to read newspapers

Luckily, nobody ever thought to investigate the British branch of the
famly and its terrible end. She was glad to let themlie, untroubled, in
their graves. Their fates woul d have added a note of the macabre to the nasty
si tuation.

Mari se had been ill for a long time. Strain, her bad reaction to the
tranquilizers, and shock had taken their toll, and that |ast night had been
the final straw. Dr. Pell had sedated her and she was in the hospital
unconsci ous, while the investigation went on. She did not know when the bodies
were buried, quickly and quietly, and the house returned to sone sort of
order.

The fam |y had cone to so sudden an end that there was no provision
made for carrying on the full activities of darrington Enterprises. But the
l[imted board of that tinme had been in place, and Evan had taken charge, wth
her short term power of attorney, and proved hinself to be so know edgeabl e
and competent she had decided, later, to put himin pernmanent control

For she was, quite literally, the only heir. That distant cousin had
died of a heart attack the night after Ben's funeral, |eaving her Ben's
heritage. Aunt Lina's interest had been left to Benjie, and it had al so cone
to her as his surviving parent.

So she organi zed the Board in the nost effective way she could find.
She overrode all objections, as she could do as al nbst the sol e stockhol der
Then she noved back into the house that had held all her happi ness and all her
ni ght mares, and cl osed its doors behind her

She sighed. What had she dredged up fromthe past in this traumatic
reliving of it? She could find only the things she had known before ... or was
there nore? She had a feeling there nmight be, if she could find it.



One thing was certain. Someone had | et Penel ope into the house that
night. If it had not been she, then who had it been? There sinply was nobody
el se.

A sudden t hought occurred to her as she rose wearily to face anot her
night in the bedroom she had shared with Ben. She searched her menory, but she
could find no answer.

"1l ask Evan when he calls, she thought, turning out the light and
cl osing the door of the study.

CHAPTER 27: OUTSI DE

Evan di al ed Marise's nunmber with sone unease. He'd been feeling strange
about her since their last talk before he went on his business trip. Ms.

Fi sk' s del ayed nessage woke that uneasi ness even nore as he waited for an
answer as the phone at the other end buzzed and buzzed.

"C arrington House," cane the answer at |ast.

Ah. "Marise? Evan Turner. Ms. Fisk said you called and asked for nme to
call back. She said you sounded di sturbed, which seened to please her a |ot.
But | hope it wasn't urgent. She didn't give me your nmessage at once."

VWen she spoke, her voice seenmed odd. "Evan, |'ve had a letter. A very
strange letter. I'd Iike for you to stop by when you have the tinme and read
the thing. It ... upset me. | realize it may be from some crank, but it's been
SO many years since our tragedy that it seenms unlikely. Do you mi nd?"

As if he ever ninded! "OF course not. | have news from our WAshi ngton
| obbyi st, too. You were right -- we hadn't approached the commttee fromthe
right angle. Your plan worked beautifully, and | think you'll be pleased."

"CGood." Her tone dism ssed that triunph, somewhat to his surprise.
She'd been so intent on getting the results they needed.

"Evan..." she sounded hesitant.

"I's there sonething el se, Mrise?"

Now her voice was thick, as if she were forcing her words past sone
i nner reluctance. "It never occurred to nme to ask, and | know it sounds
conpl etely insane, but | never knew where you found Benjie's body. | couldn't
make nyself go to the cenetery, after, to see the markers."

Even now, he knew that speaki ng about Benjie was al nbst nore than she
coul d endure.

"I wasn't able to think about nmy son at all. | shut what had happened
out of ny mind, and I knew it at the tine. | just couldn't let it get close to
me, if you see what | mean. That night | couldn't look for himnyself, and it
just now occurred to ne ... he was the only one | didn't find, or at |east

know for certain where he was." She swal | owed hard.

“I think I can handle it now WII you tell nme?"

Evan turned his head to stare fromthe office window at a rank of high
cl ouds. He gripped the phone so tightly his knuckles whitened and his fingers
al nrost nunbed. Yet he managed to keep his voice quite calm

"Look here, ny dear, this isn't sonething to di scuss over the phone. As
' mconmi ng out anyway, why don't we talk about it after | get there. Can you
wai t ?"

Her |augh might as well have been a groan. "l've waited for ten years
to ask the question. | should be able to wait for a few hours to get the
answer. Certainly. We'll talk about it when you get here. Cone by around
five-thirty, after you |l eave the office, if that's convenient. 1'll have ..
tea and cookies." Her voice was trying for lightness, but she wasn't able to
achieve it.

“I"1l come earlier. By five, if that's all right with you,'
" Ckay?"

"Fine." The receiver clicked in his ear, and he repl aced the phone,
feeling thoughtful. He felt hinself frowning and deliberately snoothed the
line frombetween his eyebrows.

He pulled his | eather bound directory toward himand | ooked up a
nunber. Then he di al ed agai n.

he sai d.



"Forrest? This is Evan Turner. Do you recall our special inquiry some
years ago? Yes, | agree. And nothing ever turned up? | see. No, not really, |
just thought sonething m ght have surfaced at |ast. Thank you, Forrest. Yes,
you too. Goodbye."

He gl anced up to see Fisk standing in the doorway. "I need your

signature on these stock certificates,” she said. "If you'd listen to ne, we'd
i nsist on going public, instead of splitting the existing stock and having it
all go to soneone who doesn't need a dine. | think that woman's of f her rocker

-- she sounded really awful when she called."
He frowned so fiercely she closed her mouth and | ooked nervous. "The
day you've handl ed the sort of problem Marise Carrington did ten years ago
the day you can deal with the sort of ness |I'mabout to dunmp into her |ap
| may listen to you, CGertrude. For now, shut up." She | ooked shocked, and
it made himfeel cruel

"You know a | ot about the law and title deeds and conveyances, but you
know not hi ng about people. Wrk on your attitude, woman, and | eave your
anbitions tinme to mature, why don't you?"

Bef ore she could think of a fitting reply, he signed the proffered
papers, picked up his briefcase, and |l eft the room He knew she stared after
him and he hoped she was stunned enough to set her brain working.

But once the door closed behind him Evan didn't give the | awer
anot her thought. Al the time he drove toward Myrtle Street he was thinking
furiously about what he rmust tell Marise darrington

She m ght be angry about this, and he woul dn't bl ane her. She m ght
slip off the tightrope she had wal ked for so | ong and becone really
unbal anced. Any one of a dozen things m ght happen. He hated to pull up to the
curb and park in front of that massive gate.

It opened to his key, and he locked it carefully behind him Too nuch
had happened because the gate had sonmehow been opened at the wwong tine. He
was al nost as conpul sive as Marise about securing it.

He coul d hear the doorbell buzz in the entry, and Marise's famliar
step sounded on the other side of the door that still snarled with jungle
animal s. When it opened he reached to take her hand.

“"Marise. You look a bit worried. Are you all right?"

She | ooked up and nodded slightly. "I took your advice, Evan. | relived
everything that happened. It's ... something of a strain, as you m ght
i magi ne."

But he thought she | ooked too pale and drawn for anything that had
happened ten years ago, however terrible it mght have been, to warrant. He
followed her into the parlor and set his briefcase aside.

"Let's skip the tea this time, all right?" he said. "You want two
things fromne. Wich do you want to do first?"

She braced herself against the back of her low chair. "I want to know
about Benjie. Where you found him What ... happened to him Once | realized
never asked and you never said, it began haunting ne. | can bear it, Evan.

saw Li na as Penel ope left her, and anyone who could stay sane, nore or |ess,
after that can stand anyt hi ng.

"Tell me. BEverything, down to the last detail. Nothing you can say to
me can possibly be worse than the things | have been imagi ning for the past
ni ght."

Evan | ooked down at his hands, which had cl asped involuntarily in his
lap. He relaxed themwi th an effort of will. He knew she was wat ching him
closely, and he tried to seem at ease, though he felt certain he was al nost as
tortured as she.

"It is going to bother you to tell nme," she said. "Think about it while
| get the tea. That will give you something to do with your hands, and it will
warm you up inside."

He couldn't argue with that. Wen she returned with the hot cup, he
si pped gratefully. It was August and very hot, but he felt as if it m ght be
winter, so chilled was he with the story he nust tell.



"You asked for everything," he began. "I'mgoing to give you just what
you ask for, and when |I'm done you may ask for ny resignation, which you will
be welcone to. But don't ... don't interrupt ne until |I'mdone, all right?"

She nodded. Her face was still, but her hands crunbled a cookie in her
saucer.

"After | got you off to the hospital, that night, we began to search
the house. O ficer Burt was the one who | ooked down ... down there. Hildy and
Andy were both dead, carved terribly, but it was nothing |ike what she did
upstairs to Lina. The young man was staggered, for he hadn't seen the other
yet. He ran back up the stairs, yelling for the sergeant and nme." Evan cl eared
hi s thought and | oosed his hand fromthe armof his chair.

"We didn't notice until he was in the entry that he had bl ood on his
boots. He tracked it onto the carpet.” Evan felt hinself pulled back into the
menory of that night. The tidy roomwent out of focus as he saw into the past.

"It warned us, of course, what was to come. Once we found the gate open
we feared the worst, but that didn't help rmuch. He told us what was
downstairs, and we | ooked up the stairs toward the second floor. He went pale,
and | know the sergeant and | rnust have | ooked pretty sick, as well.

"You had left all the doors open behind you. That hel ped us avoid
wasting time looking in enpty roons. Benjie's door, nearest the stair, was the
first we entered, and that wasn't so bad, except for the blood. But it was
only blood, as I know you found for yourself.

"When we went into Lina's it was different. Burt vonmited on the floor
and | would' ve, too, it | hadn't been so focused on findi ng what had becone of
Ben's son. W | ooked around on that floor, but all the other doors were
unl ocked. W knew there had been only five of you in the house, not counting
Penel ope. Four of you were ... accounted for.

"W went down to the tower |anding. The light was on, the door standing
open. W coul d see Penel ope's foot fromwhere we stood before entering. The
roomwas al nost tidy, except for the ripped out tel ephone. W coul d read what
had happened wi thout any trouble, for it was perfectly clear

"You cane there to call for help and found Penel ope waiting. The bl ood
on her hand had glued the knife to her skin, and we didn't try to force it
out. We just |ooked, saw what you had done to save yourself, and went down to
nmeet the police chief and the coroner. That was before Tory, of course. |
can't recall that one's nane w thout |ooking it up."

He accepted a glass of water fromthe carafe on the table beside Marise
and felt the cool liquid ease his dry throat. "The chief asked ne i mediately
if you could have had anything to do with the nmurders. | didn't have to say a
word, for Burt nmade as fine and succinct a report as | ever heard. He'd noted
exactly how nuch bl ood was on your robe and gown, and where it was |ocated. He
saw t hat your hands were cl ean. Not washed clean but not bl oody. He cleared
you of any part in the killings, and | didn't have to say one word." He sipped
wat er again, feeling his old gratitude well up in him It had been a
remarkable job for a youngster to do.

"You had a lot to thank himfor, but he went on to a nuch better job
out of state, before you were out of the hospital. Once the technicalities
were out of the way, and with the rmurderer dead there was no need for a trial
he was free to take the offer that cane al nbst at once.”

Mari se opened her mouth, but he shook his head. "lI'mgetting to it.
Takes ne a while, | know, but |I am al nost as hung up on that night as you are.
I have to work nmy way into it, so to speak." He sighed and set the glass down.
"W got a lot of help, and we went to work on the house and grounds. There was
so nmuch of it, and so many places where he m ght have been, but we | ooked for
Benjie through every closet, floor by floor, cupboard by cupboard. And we
found not hi ng.

"Then we did the grounds, and in the dark that was an incredible job.
W took the rockery apart, stone by stone. | had someone put it back together
bef ore you cane hone. W dug in all the I oose ground we could find. W even

| ooked up in the trees. And we found not hi ng.



"We knew one of two things nust have happened. Either Penel ope killed
himand hid himso well there was no way for anyone who didn't know the house
intimately to find him or he saw what happened. H s great-aunt's door was
next to his, and he might well have heard sonething to bring himout to see.
If that had occurred, he mght well have run for his life, driven by a terror
that m ght well have caused ammesia."

Now Mari se spoke at last, sitting forward with color in her cheeks for
the first time. "You nmean ... he mght still be alive?" Her voice trenbled
wi t h unbel i evi ng hope.

"It is possible. Just possible, no nore."

"But why didn't you tell me? |I'd have searched the world over, done
anything at all, whatever it cost. Wy else should | have all this useless
nmoney?"

He | eaned forward in turn. "What do you think we have been doi ng? For
ten years we've had investigators hired, running down even the nost trivia
clue. You were in such a state when you got out of the hospital ... well you
can't remenber, and I don't want to rem nd you of anything you' re better off
forgetting. We figured, and Dr. Pell agreed, that if you thought your son was
safely dead -- dammed crazy term-- anyway, if you thought everything was
ended for good it would help you get your feet back under you.

"You're tough, Marise, but you nor anybody el se is that tough. And you
did get them back. You got everything under control, took charge of the
busi nesses, set the goals and met the challenges. | still think we did the
right thing." Hi s gaze dared her to protest.

"Det ectives have been working on this since the day after the tragedy.
More than one agency on nore than one continent has given it their best. The
boy m ght have been frightened literally out of his wits. Wwo knows where he
m ght have run to or who mi ght have picked himup or taken himin?

"Hi s description has gone all over the world. We turned every
surroundi ng town, from Deep Creek to Tolliver, upside down, and nobody had
seen a child of his description. W couldn't find a single |lead. There was
not hi ng you coul d have done differently, if you had been managi ng t he hunt
yourself. And there it is.

"Either he is still right here, his bones hidden somepl ace only
Penel ope knew, or he's out there sonewhere. If that is true, he doesn't
remenber who he is or where he canme from"

He stared down at his hands. Hi s knuckles were white again. Wien he
| ooked up she was regarding himwith a strange expression

"Wl | ?"

She shook her head. "I suspect | would have done the sane thing, in
your place. | can't blanme you. Probably I amjust now able to take this in
stride, anyway. Don't feel guilty, Evan. | understand."

He sighed and reached again for the glass of water. She was still an

amazi ng womrran

"Now what was that other problemyou wanted to see me about? Sone
letter you got in the mail?"

She shook her head. "Ch, that. It's not inportant, any nore. | threwit
away, after | called you. | was ashaned of getting into a flap over not hing,
suppose. "

There was sonething in her voice, a shadow behind her eyes that
troubled him but Evan knew better than to try pushing his way past her guard.
She had never allowed that.

But it bothered himall the way hone.

| NTERLOG THE WATCHER

The key worked in the iron gate. The watcher had tried it, waiting
until after mdnight to venture out of his nest of hedge bushes. The street
was enpty at that hour, and in this neighborhood of elderly people there were
seldomany late cars to disturb such activities. He had menorized the
schedul es of the few night workers, as well.



He' d slipped along the fence to the gate and the | ock had turned
noi sel essly. Sonebody kept it oiled, he knew at once. But it was not tinme yet.
He had to do this with finesse and wait for the perfect nmonment to go to work.

Now he lay on his bed in the room ng house, the key hidden under his
pillow As usual so early in the evening, the house was a bit restless. He
could hear Ellie conplaining to her husband in the room just beneath his.
Peopl e came and went on the stair, their footsteps and voices irritating him
al nost beyond endur ance.

Once in a while he would stick his head out of his door and greet one
of the other roomers with fal se cheer, for it was inmportant they remenber that
he was in his room this evening. He had to drive that fact home to nore than
one.

G ass, the police dispatcher, opened and closed his door, which was
down the hall. He worked a split shift this weekend and he was on his way to
wor k. When he reached the corridor outside the Watcher's room the man opened
his door and called, "Don! WIIl you do nme a favor?"

The di spatcher turned, smiling. "Sure, Rick. Wat do you need?"

"Pick me up sone cold tablets, will you? Doesn't matter what brand. |I'm
conmng down with a cold, and there's nothing like late sumer crud to lay you
low. Just so it eases nmy sore throat and clears up ny head, anything will do."

He funbled in his pocket and pulled out a bill
"Here's five. |Is that enough?" He nanaged a hol | ow cough

"No problem" dass said. "I'll put the packet on the hall table, if
you're asleep when | conme in. | wouldn't want to wake you up, if you've
finally made it off."

"That's fine. | usually hear your steps coming up the stair or your
door closing. If I'mawake I'Il go out and pick themup. Thanks, Don. | really

don't feel like going out nyself."

Cl osing the door, he turned back to his narrow bed and felt the waiting
key burning through the thickness of the pillow It was alnost time. Al nost
tine ... alnost tine.

CHAPTER 28: QUTSI DE

"You're in love with her! | should have seen that years ago. That's why
you won't make any nove to take over the Enterprises, and it's why you put
every roadbl ock you can find in our way, every time the Board and | try making
changes." Gertrude Fisk was trying to control her voice, but fury tinged every
wor d.

"And that's why you are so picky you have CPAs breathing down our necks
every quarter. You don't trust us."

Evan watched her with great indifference. She'd knocked on his door ten
m nutes ago, and this was only the second tinme she had ever come to his hone.
The first time had been a matter of urgency, the out of court settlenent of a
| awsuit brought by an injured worker at C arrington

He hadn't expected anything like this, although his personal secretary
had warned hi m about Fi sk nont hs ago.

"She's got her eye on you, Evan," Ms. Drake had told him "She's no
fool, and she knows you hold all the cards at darrington, as |ong as you have
Marise Clarrington's confidence." The secretary's round face | ooked like a
concerned sofa cushion as she stacked sheets of paper with a crisp snap

"Fi sk wants power and she wants money. |'ve seen hundreds of her sort
cone and go in ny business career. They're nostly male, to be sure, but when
femal es get into that node they may be worse. They use everything they have to
make their mark, though I think it isn't just the position that attracted Fisk
to you. She took a shine to you fromthe first."

She chuckl ed. "The fact that you paid no attention at all to her just
made her frantic to attract you. She's ... not unstable. | wouldn't put it so
strongly. She's anbitious and self willed to the point of egomania. |s that
put tactfully enough for you?"

He' d | aughed at the time, but she'd kept himinformed about such



matters over the years and she had never been wong. Bless her! She served as
Certrude's secretary, too, so she had nore than Iimted access to the wonan
Fi sk was in private.

Now he understood what she'd neant. There was sonething rabid in the
worman' s eyes as she stood in his living room

"I am sure you have better things to do than question me about ny I|ove
life," he said, trying to make his words sound teasing. "But |'ve had an
exhausting day and a trying evening. Let's talk this out next week, when we're
both fresh. I'mcertain an attractive young wonman |i ke you nmust have a date on
a Friday night."

He noved toward his front door, which he had | eft open, letting the
condi tioned air waste into the hum d outdoors. She foll owed himand stood,
staring at himenigmatically.

"Evan, you're a fool. She's used you all these years, and you've
protected her interests at the expense of your own. You take her part, keep
the Board from becom ng anything but a rubber stanp, though you are the head
and could be in control. Wiy don't you see she's insane, tied up in that wild
past you had nothing to do wi th maki ng?

"You can't cure her. Let her go! Sink her into her own nadness and take
hol d of what ought to be yours!"

Fi sk was just a bit drunk, he decided. He could snmell the faint arona
of bourbon on her breath, as she drew near. That expl ained this |oosening of
her inhibitions, he thought.

"CGood night, Gertrude. Have a good tinme tonight. I'Il forget this, just
this once, but not afterward. Carrington is not yours and it isn't mne. It's
the creation of generations of gifted, hard-working people who put everything
they had into building it.

"They're all dead, yes, and the entire responsibility rests on the
shoul ders of a | one wonan who is handling it well. If you bring this up again,
| shall have you repl aced. ™

She flushed and went pale alnost in the sane instant. He cl osed the
door behind her with relief and regret.

Fi sk woul d have to go. He would visit Myrtle Street in the norning and
get Marise's okay for a replacenent. A lawer they couldn't trust was a

liability, and he wasn't willing to risk another week. He knew he shoul d have
made t he nove before, but Fisk had been very good at her job. He had no hope
of finding her equal in skill -- or, he thought sadly, her superior in

professional integrity.

But he had to adnit she had assessed himcorrectly. He had been in | ove
with Marise since that terrible night. She had been unconsci ous when he found
her, bl ood-stained and crunpled like a lily on the Persian carpet in her
study. Once he realized what she had done, left alone and seemi ngly
def ensel ess with a madwoman, he had admired her extravagantly.

Much later, he realized that what he felt was [ove, but he knew better
than to give any indication of his feelings. She was caught in a web too
strong for himto break w thout taking the chance of breaking her along with
it.

There were still some things that troubled himabout the end of the
G arringtons. He wondered, as he made his way back to his chair and his
papers, what that |letter had contained. She was not one to becone disturbed
about trivial things. And she had not |ooked into his eyes when she tal ked of
destroying it after she decided it was froma crank

He reached for the tel ephone, touched the cool plastic with his
fingertips. Then he drew back his hand. She would tell him in tine. She
al ways had, though sonmetines it took years for a confidence to emerge fromthe
dept hs of her stubborn heart.

He took the papers onto his |lap and began goi ng over them Qutside, the
night fell softly over Channing, |apping Myrtle Street, a half-mle away, in
its dark enbrace



CHAPTER 29: THE TOAER

Mari se had read the letter until it was crunpled and stained with
perspiration. She was certain she had been right to keep it from Evan Turner
now t hat she had all the threads in her hands at last. Every instinct warned
her somet hi ng unbearabl e was coming. It was better to protect poor Evan from
nore pain.

The part of the house which she used was as neat, as dust free, as tidy
as her hurried hands could make it. The kitchen was scrubbed spotless. The
parl or shone, its cut glass and porcelain newWy washed and the uphol stery
vacuuned. Whatever was going to happen, the house woul d present a respectable
front to anyone conming into it.

She went up to the tower apartment and bathed slowy and | uxuriously,
after the hard work was done. She changed into a neat junpsuit and, sitting
before the gold-nmounted nirror Ben had given her, she brushed her fine, |ight
hair a hundred carefully counted strokes. Then she stood and | ooked critically
at her reflection.

She nodded. "I've done the best | can," she told the fragile shape in
the glass. "I understand, and God knows nobody on earth knows better than I
how messy death can be. But what can be done, |'ve tried to do. Now | can only

wait."

She turned her gaze toward the painting of Benjie, which hung on the
wal | beside the door. It stared out at her, the black eyes unreadable, filled
with a sort of excitenent she had not yet been able to understand. Behind his
i mage the shadow i mage of Penel ope's face seemed to grimace.

When had Penel ope seen hin? When coul d she have seen him |l ooking Iike
that? O had the woman's fertile imagination conjured up fromher own troubl ed
spirit this vision she'd painted.

A shiver shook her, warmthough the evening was. Penel ope's face | ooned
behi nd the boy's head, al nost seeming to thrust out into the room Her |ook of

triunmph -- what had she seen or dreaned to make her paint herself so?
Mari se turned and | eft the room descending to the study. There was
still work to do, and she suspected her time was limted. She closed the door

behi nd her and sat in the big chair behind the desk where Father C arrington
had spent so many busy hours. Hi s father and grandfather before himhad worked
here to build that enpire that now rested in her weary hands. But it was about
to change. Some sure instinct told her so.

She drew froma drawer a pad of lined yellow paper. At the top she
wote in firmletters, LAST WLL AND TESTAMENT OF MARI SE DERI NG CLARRI NGTON.
August 28, 1997.

She wote busily for a long time. Wen she was through she read the
paper through three times, changing a word or a punctuation mark. She knew the
| egal system could undo even the nost careful of wills, given sufficient
reason and pressure; forty-seven mllion dollars, plus hundreds of thousands
of acres of tinmber and farns and rental housing would be, she was sure, nore
than enough to snare lawers into trying to nake a change.

When t he docunment satisfied her, she sealed it into a |large manila
envel ope marked FOR EVAN TURNER, | N THE EVENT OF My DEATH

Agai n she bent over the pad, her pen busy. This was not to be a will,
but it would put the nanagenent of Clarrington Enterprises fully into the
control of Evan Turner, reducing the Board of Trustees to a purely advisory
body. Each menber woul d be responsible for keeping up with the specific area
of the business he had been chosen to oversee.

Evan had been patience itself, all those years, asking nothing in
return. She was too nmature not to understand the enotion behind his devotion
t hough there had been nothing she could do to satisfy his need.

Yet if power could reward him she could provide that. She doubted, in
her heart, that this docunment would substitute for the thing for which he had
never asked. However, it was the best she could do.

Agai n she read the paper three precise tines, nmaking the necessary
corrections. Then she signed it and sealed it, too, in an envel ope, which she



mar ked, "Have the |awer put this into proper formand return to me for
anot her signature."

She took both to the big ol d-fashi oned safe hidden behind a coy
pai nting of a nynph who was trailing strategically placed draperies in order
to give the inpression of being nude, while showi ng nothing of inmportance. The
conbi nati on was automatic, by now, as she twirled the dials, turned the knob
and | ooked into the oily snelling depths of the nonster

A grown nman could have hidden inside it. The right side consisted of
dozens of narrow shel ves, and across the bottomwere two |arge drawers, wth
i ndi vidual | ocks. On the left was anpl e space for bags of gold or bundles of
currency or whatever valuables m ght need safe keeping. Wth so nuch space,
the small bundl e of deeds and insurance policies that now sat there | ooked
ridicul ous.

There had been massive files of ancient docunents there when she first
became its keeper. She had sent those to the |ocal museum as curiosities. Now
t he space held only a double handful of folders, on top of which she put the
two envel opes with their inscriptions plainly visible.

“I'f I come through alive, 1'll send both to ny own |awyer, though even
as they are they should stand up in court,"” she said al oud. Her voice seened
wy in her owm ears. "If | don't, Evan will open the safe at once, as he has
been instructed to do in the event of any energency. | need not worry about
that. But God, if what | fear is true, don't make nme have to live with it!"
She hadn't realized she was praying until she stopped speaki ng.

She pushed the heavy door shut, spun the dials, and left the room It
was tinme to build up her strength for the thing she felt com ng, so she went
to the kitchen, heated canned soup, opened crackers. She wasn't hungry, but
she felt convinced that before the night was over she m ght need all her
ener gy.

Then she nade coffee and put it in a Thernps. She brought out cookies
left fromEvan's last visit and put theminto a canister, which she tucked
under her arm Cups and spoons, sugar ... she packed theminto a small basket
wi t h napki ns.

Her heart had begun to race, thudding with dread or excitenent or fear
she wasn't sure which. Basket in hand, she went up the stairs to the first
| andi ng. Then she paused and set her burdens down.

"I alnmost forgot," she exclained, feeling in the pocket of her junpsuit
for her keys. Hurrying down again, she unlocked the front door and went out
onto the entry porch for the first time in years. The night air was warm and
hum d, but it seemed intoxicating.

For ten years she had not set her foot on the steps or the wal k beyond
them She touched the iron gate. Then she set her own key in its |lock and
turned it gently, silently, and heard the tunblers nove snobothly to unl ock the
stout barrier. She didn't push it open but left it, held shut by the latch

She cocked her head to stare at the sky, which still held a trace of
light in the west, although it was sonewhere near nine o'clock. A faint smnear
of stars was visible, even through the reflected lights of the town. A breeze
rustl ed down the street, noving the stiff crepe nyrtles that gave it its nane.

Marise felt suddenly giddy with this sudden freedom fromthe
confinenent of those stone walls. She felt as if she had dissolved into the
ni ght and the breeze and the asphalt-scented air.

Now t hat she was outside, she hated to return through the carved door
into the nmusty space of the house. She knew she nust, for her duty lay there,
for as long as she was alive to performit.

She turned, her steps slow and reluctant. The thud of the closing door
behi nd her gave her a feeling of entrapnent she had thought |ost, years
bef ore, when she chose this strange inprisonment. She stood for a nonment in
the entry hall, remenbering once again her arrival there.

It had not changed, though the carpet was a bit worn, perhaps, the
paint now | ess than fresh. But the mirror in the hall tree winked in the Iight
of the overhead fixture as she noved toward it and bent to peer into the



cl ouded gl ass. The fairy forest was still there, blurred into the old mercury
of the backing. Her face stared back at her, its lines of strain and age
erased in that magical mrror

"Ben!" The name was jerked from her, but she closed her eyes, held her
breath and endured until the need to cry left her

Mari se straightened and went up the stairs, right up, past her waiting
basket, her own landing, to the third floor. Down the hall she went, around
the turn to Penel ope's door, which she had | eft open on her last visit. The
fl ower basket | anps were bright enough to show her the way as she examni ned the
bolts, the sockets into which they slid, and the | ock. Nothing had settled out
of plumb enough to di sengage any of them They were still capable of securing
this prison.

She | eaned her head against the wall and now the tears cane, but the
fit of weeping was short. She straightened, |istening. Had there been a sound
bel ow?

No, it was too early. Traffic still noved on the street. Young people
zi pped past in cars, their radios so | oud she could hear them even inside her
stone walls. He wouldn't come yet. Not before mdnight, she felt with strange
certainty.

She knew now that she shoul d have cl eaned these roons, as well as those
bel ow, but she hadn't been able to force herself past the door. It night not
-- surely it would not! -- be used at all. This was just an aberration of her
own that made her consider such a use to be possible. She had to be wong.

Suddenly she yawned. She was exhausted, and there would be tine to
sl eep before anything woul d happen. She could set her alarm so as to wake in
tine.

It didn't occur to her as she went back down, got her basket, and
entered her own quarters, that to be able to sleep at such a tinme was not
truly sane.

| NTERLOG The Wat cher

He waited inpatiently as the evening dragged past. Once in a while his
| andl ady came to his door with offers of hot tea or cough syrup, and her good
intentions irritated himpast bearing. He managed to sound properly grateful
and hoarse and sl eepy, and at |ast she |left him al one.

Peopl e wandered in and out until it seenmed the house had to be sone
sort of way station for the restless. He ground his teeth.

El even o' clock canme at last. Eleven thirty. Don d ass would be com ng
back at about one, he thought, unless there was sone sort of emergency. The
wat cher wanted to wait for himto cone, for if he took his nedicine fromthe
policeman's hand it woul d be proof he had been here all night.

M dni ght came. The traffic in the halls and on the stairs began to
slow. By twelve-thirty, things were quiet. At a quarter of one there was no
sound in the house at all, except for a relentless nmouse between the walls.

He dared not wait nuch longer to leave. If he mssed dass, so be it.
He cracked the door and peered sideways down the hall. Only the dim
ni ght-1ight could be seen. Nobody was about. He slipped out of his door and
padded softly in his sneakers to the head of the stair. Nobody at all was in
sight, and he sighed.

He drifted Iike a shadow down the steep flight of steps, his slender
figure in its dark T-shirt and jeans blending into the di nmess at the foot of
the stair. The entry hall held a ten-watt bulb in its six-bulb fixture.

The street was quiet, but he would not risk going out that way.
Instead, he crept along the hall to the rear of the house. The back door had,
he had di scovered | ong since, a spring |lock that snapped automatically. He
used it, locking hinmself out into the warm exhaust-snelling night.

He nmoved through the back garden into the |ong space behind the |ine of
bi g houses and vacant |ots where others had stood in the past. He went into
t he weed-grown area that had been cow pastures and truck farns, back when the
first of these old honmes had been built. Now it was the Little League field,



and it had been recently nowed.

The Watcher kept clear of the rear fences of those houses that were
occupi ed, for he wanted no dogs announcing his passing. The distinctive shape
of the tower against the pinkish glow on a |layer of high cloud guided him
toward his goal. There was a light in the |lower tower room The sitting
room st udy.

H's lips pulled taut in an unconscious grin.

He slipped through the vacant | ot where his hideout had been. He'd
policed that carefully, the day before, and now he passed it w thout further
t hought .

Now he was on the sidewal k, beside the iron fence. He followed it
silently to the gate, his key in his hand. He couldn't even recall, any
| onger, how he had cone by the key.

He slid the netal shaft into the lock and turned it softly. Then he
pushed at the gate, but it didn't nove. Panic rose in him It had to work! He
had seen the postrman open this gate with this key every day for a week, and it
was the only key of its kind he had. It sinply had to work!

He turned it again, and the gate opened. It was a noment before he
realized what that could nmean. He paused, his hand on the gate's flowery
grillwork.

It had not been | ocked ... something thudded inside his chest. That
gate was al ways | ocked. Even by day, and without fail every night. Wo had
left it open? And why?

Was this sone sort of a trap?

Al'l those years of deceit, of hiding and noving and avoi di ng the past,
now made hi mwary. Sonething smelled wong. The house waited, dark and
eni gmatic, while he made up his nind

He had planned for so | ong, working and being patient and making his
pl ans for years and years. He could not give it all up now. She was already
primed for this night; his letter had seen to that. Whatever came, he had to
carry on.

He knew just the cellar wi ndow he could force to get into the house. He
cl osed the gate behind himand cut around to the rear of the place. It never
occurred to himto try the front door

He carried a jimy in his pocket, especially for forcing w ndows.
Burglary had paid his way for nuch of his life. He knew just howto get into
any sort of house in the quietest manner possible, and this tinme was no
different. He dropped into the basenment at the very back of the house two
m nutes after he cane through the gate.

Hs tiny flash guided himthrough the cobwebby space. There was a door
but it was closed. That nust be to the apartnment in the basenment. It had been

open before, he thought ... but he wouldn't think of that now.

He went past it to the other door opening into the baserment hall. Going
up the stair in a rush, he found the night Iight gl owi ng above, lighting the
entry hall. He set his feet softly on the steps, the carpet feeling |like

vel vet underfoot.

Then he stopped. No, he would not creep up like a thief. He wanted her
to know he was coning, to dread every step, every inch of his progress upward.
H s |lips pulled back again, and he thunped his foot on the carpet. Again and
again he stanped on the stairs. He savored every slow, deliberate step

He pictured her there in her tower room cowering against the wall,
per haps? Pal e, shivering, her narrow hands trenbling. Maybe she held a weapon

he hoped she did, for it would make it real and exciting. To kill a
frightened rabbit would be no sport at all
But he loved to kill a struggling cat that could threaten himw th

sharp cl aws and angry hisses. Such a victory was trenendously sati sfying.

He rounded the | anding. Pausing, he |ooked up the corridor, seeing the
flower basket lights glowing dimy. There was no dust here. No cobwebs. He'd
hoped she was trapped here in a sort of haunted house, surrounded by guilty
nmenori es.



He shoul d have known better. She was strong. Hi s own recollections told
hi m so. And he had been told it by another, too.

That woul d make it even nore satisfactory. He felt in his pocket and
found his long knife there, sharp in its | eather scabbard. It was a useful
tool, and he had used it well on nore than one occasion

I f she fought, he would feel he truly had the revenge he had dreaned of
for so long. A sob of breath came fromhis throat, surprising him

He paused, breathing deeply. He nust not let hinmself get all worked up.
That led to nistakes. He couldn't afford any of those tonight. He had to do
his work here, get back to his room and be totally unsuspicious to any
probi ng eye.

The single time he'd let his enotions get away from himhe had cone
perilously close to being caught. That rmustn't happen tonight.

Hi s heart steadied and he went on, stamping his feet firmy. She nust
be frantic, he thought.

The hal f | anding was on his right. He touched the doorknob | eading into
her sitting room though he knew it would be |ocked. It turned, and the door
opened wi thout effort on his part.

"Come in, Benjie," said his nother

CHAPTER 30: BENJIE

Mari se slept deeply, as if having this gnawi ng questi on answered had
gi ven somet hing inside her release. Only her alarm which waked her at
m dni ght, kept her from sl eeping through until norning. But she rose and noved
her small table out fromthe wall, setting onto it two cups and saucers,
spoons, and a bud vase holding a | ate rose.

When the sound of his feet noved onto the stair, she snoothed her hair
and | ooked about her room She gave one last touch to the table. She felt
nervous but cont ai ned.

The opening of the door set her heart fluttering, but by then she sat
in her rocking chair, conposed, her voice quiet when she invited himin. He
stood in the doorway, his stance wary and sonehow dangerous. She knew t hose
signs. She had seen them before in her son's aunt.

"Cone and sit down. | have coffee and cookies. W have to talk, son."

H s gaze strayed over the roomas if in search of some kind of anbush.
She knew what he feared, and she said, "Nobody is here except nme. Believe
that, Benjie. Come, sit here in Ben's chair. There is no trap here, whatever
you may think."

He sidled into the room and pounced into the angl e behind the door
When he found nothing there he noved |ike sone jungle predator toward the
chair. She tried to smle but gave it up as he slipped cautiously into the
seat opposite her at the table.

"Coffee?" It mght have been any cozy get-together between nother and
son. To someone looking in fromthe outside, it would seemquite natural, the
son sitting there quite calmy, Mama with cookies on the table.

"No." His voice was husky, as if he couldn't quite trust it.

She gazed at himand he stared back. Then he gl anced aside at the
pai nti ng she had put down here that evening. H s bl ack eyes narrowed.

"You knew! " he accused her, "She painted it, and you knew "

"Not until very recently. Until earlier this week, | hadn't been into
Penel ope's roons since that terrible day. Even after | found the portrait, |
didn't put it all together. You see |I thought you were dead, too.

"Not until you stepped through the door did | know, with conplete
certainty, that it was you who let her in that night. You had probably been
letting her out of her roomat other times. Your father never did figure it
out, and for that | amdevoutly grateful."

He was watching her, his face set and pale, his eyes alert for danger

"It was you, wasn't it? O did you just run, terrified at what you
heard from Aunt Lina's roon? Tell ne that was it, and | will believe you. It's
what | want to believe, just as Evan and the police wanted to. They've been



| ooking for you ever since, and | only just now | earned that, as well."

She poured coffee into his cup and put a cookie on the edge of his
saucer. "Tell ne you were out of your mind with fear. | want to hear you say
it."

He | aughed, then, doubling over with mirth. That made hi m bunp the
tabl e and sl osh coffee into the saucer, where it soaked into the cookie.

"You are incredible,” he managed to say at |ast, though he was stil
hi ccuppi ng giggles. "You know damm well that | was the one. | visited Pen
regul arly, even before the day when you caught me up there." H's smle was
horri bl e.

"I"d sneak out of ny roomat night and go up and let nyself in, after |
got the key out of your desk. | knew very early there was sonething in that
room | had to know about, and | got the key copied at a key shop near the
school . Nobody ever suspects a little kid sent on an errand for his nother
you know. W had sone wild times up there, just the two of us.

"But the lot of you kept catching her and | ocki ng her up. You even
changed | ocks on us a couple of tines, but | always managed to get another
key. And she told ne everything. The truth about you and Aunt Lina. About her
not her and M ss Edenson

"Everyone was al ways agai nst her. They hated her because she was
brighter, braver, better than any of them And then you canme, and things got
worse for her. You took her twin away fromher. She told ne that lie you got
themto believe about saving ny father's life." He glared at her and she could
see the madness well up in his eyes.

"But you didn't keep himfromdying. | saw that with ny own eyes, right
here in this house. The lie was just something you used to get into their good

graces, and they fell for you, like a bunch of fools."
Mari se made a protesting sound, and he grinned at her savagely.
"I fell for it too, for entirely too long. You were ny nother. | |oved

you until Pen nmade ne see what a lot of shit you were. Always the good little
worman, busy as a bee managi ng the farm and doi ng things around the house and

taki ng care of people, weren't you? But you kept turning everybody further and
further away from Pen. She saw it, and once | knew howto look | sawit, too."

"So you turned her |oose, thereby killing your Uncle Hannibal, your
gr andf at her, your grandnother, and, | suspect, Mss Edenson, too. You were too
young to know what she was capabl e of doing," Marise said. She felt al npst
di senbodi ed as her worst inaginings came into being.

H s | augh sounded genui nely anused. "She told Uncle Hanni that | |et
her | oose and she gave hima bit of what she was teaching ne. He died before
he coul d say or do anything about it. She gave G anpa that shot, but | tended
to Grandnother. | went in and told her what a nasty, snelly, horrible old
nonster she was." He snickered.

"She | ooked at ne ... you just can't inmagi ne how she | ooked at ne. Then
she yelled, "No! No!' and then she died. And | liked it. So after that | put
the nmedicine into Mss Edenson's nilk. She watched ne too nuch, and Pen told
me how to do it and where to find the medicine. She prow ed around the house a
| ot nmore than any of you ever suspected."

Mari se took a gulp of coffee, which was cooling and very bitter. But it
was better than shouting or scream ng

"And then you killed ny father. Pen nearly went wil|ld because you
woul dn't put himin the hospital. You didn't do a thing to keep himalive, and
he just kept getting weaker and thinner, and paler and sicker. I'd go up and
cry in her lap, and she'd cry with me. W& hated you and hated you and want ed
you dead.

"She told ne what she planned to do at the funeral. | gave her a map of
the woods | drew nyself and told her how to get back to the house wi thout
bei ng seen using the streets. | took the keys off your desk and opened the
gate. | was waiting at the front door when she cane." He took up a cookie and
nibbled it absently, as if caught up in the past he was reliving.

"Hi I dy nust have heard us. She called up from her apartnent, and we



went right down. Pen wouldn't let me come in, and when she canme out she was

all bloody. I could see red all over the floor, too. She took nmy hand and we
went up to see Aunt Lina."

He smiled, his eyes bright and black. "I helped with that, you know.
And after she was dead | helped with the ... rest of it. | got alittle messy,
t 0o.

"But we couldn't find you. We | ooked everywhere, downstairs and
upstairs, and you weren't even in the tower, so she finally went in there and
waited for you. | went back to my roomto get ny sneakers, and then | waited
with Aunt Lina.

"When | cane out again, you had cone down here and Pen was with you.
could hear fromupstairs. And you killed her. Killed Pen! If you could do
that, I knew | was too little to handle you. So | ran out, up the road. There
was a truck parked at the Mobile station over on d adder Street, and | craw ed
into the back with a lot of furniture and pulled the tarp down tight. Wien we
stopped for good we were in Al buquerque.”

So that was how he managed to di sappear so thoroughly. Even the driver
had probably never known he was there.

"I got out wthout being seen, and there | was. No cl othes, no noney,
no parents, covered with blood -- it was easy to convince the police
couldn't remenber anything. They | ooked for the weck that had to have
happened to me for weeks.

"I grew up in about seven foster homes. They'd get tired of nme, after a
while, every tine."

Mari se coul d i magi ne why. She set her cup meticulously in its saucer
"And all those years you were just waiting to get big enough to cone back and
kill your nother," she said in her cal nmest tone.

"Here | am Here you are. | won't try to convince you of anything. If
you didn't see the true state of affairs when it was before your eyes, you
won't believe it now If you believed the ravings of a madwoman instead of the
honest, loving lives of your people, you were already tainted with the fl aw
that ruined her life. But | nust admit it didn't show You can congratul ate
yourself on being a very fine actor."”

He gl anced up sharply and down again, |istening w thout coment.

"Nobody suspected, once you arrived so healthy and bright, that the
G arrington madness was in you. We thought we'd beaten the odds." She began to
| augh, but there was no amusenent in the sound.

The bl ack eyes snapped cold fire. "Don't try to trick ne. | know what |
know. We've tal ked for |ong enough. | have waited a very long tine for this.
Why don't | feel excited any nore?"

"Because, ny poor son, you are quite mad," she said. The knife caught
her under the ribcage, slowi ng her own novenent. But not enough. She pulled
her small automatic fromthe cushi on behind her and fired it, point blank
into his face.

Hi s blood and brains spattered the table, the chair, and her junpsuit
with color. Marise gasped. The knife had pulled out of her body at his
reflexive jerk. Blood was oozing in a warm fl ood down her side. Wth a
terrible effort, she pulled herself up and stood swayi ng over the body of her
son.

"God send you peace, Benjie," she said.

She staggered through the door, across the half |anding, onto the
stair. The front door |oonmed near its foot, distant as Everest. Wth terrible
peasant toughness, she set her foot on the step. dinging to the banister, she
struggl ed downward, kept fromfalling by her will alone.

The door was nearer. She was al nost there, but the light was too dim
She couldn't make out the hall tree. Nothing except the big door

Then it, too, grew misty. She fell to her knees on the velvet rug at
the bottom of the steps. Her hands noved toward the door, as if with a life of
their own.

Then they drooped and went still. Not even the sound of her breathing



interrupted the quiet.
EPI LOGUE: EVAN

Evan had not slept well. The nenory of that interview with Marise had
haunted his dreams, distorted and filled with nightmarish i mages. Finally,
when dawn touched the east, he gave up trying to sleep and went into his small
ki tchen to nmake coffee.

This was Saturday. There was no work today to distract himfromhis
unease, nothing planned except perhaps golf at two o' clock with a couple of
the Board menbers. That |left the norning conpletely unoccupi ed.

He knew before the sun was well up that he was going to visit Marise.
The reason, of course, was his need to replace Gertrude Fisk. He kept telling
hi nsel f that as he got ready, but he kept seeing the thoughtful tilt of
Marise's fair head, the evasive expression on her narrow face.

Sonet hi ng was wong. Badly wong, if his instinct was right. He
woul dn't have a nonment's ease until he had nade her tell himwhat that m ght
be. He put on his |loafers, got his wallet, and wal ked quickly away fromthe
house into the freshness of the norning. Already it prom sed to be hot.

If Marise wasn't up yet he would wait. The wal k would give her tine to
wake and drink her coffee, he hoped, and the exercise seened to calmhis
nerves.

Hs inpatient feet drove his long | egs nore quickly than he had
i ntended, and the half mle through the shady streets went faster than he'd
pl anned. Before the sun was rmuch higher he was in front of the granite
structure. It was too early, and he knew it, but he shook the gate
i mpatiently, anyway.

The ironwork opened to his shove.

Sonet hing cold and deadly chilled beneath his breastbone. He noved up
the wal k and the steps to the front door and tried it. H s hand was shaki ng,
by now.

It, too, noved wi thout hesitation. Evan felt sick dread rise in him
but he pushed the door wi de open and |let the pale norning light fall across
t he hardwood fl oor and the vel vet drugget of the entry hall.

Mari se | ay between the foot of the stair and the door, her hand
stretched forward as if she had been reaching for help or safety. Wen he
touched her arm she was cold and stiff. Her dark junpsuit was patterned with
spl ot ches of rusty blood, which stained the little rug with bright patches.

Evan stared upward, knowi ng she nust have come down the stair. Those
bl ot ches of blood were clearly visible on every step

Woul d he never finish making terrible discoveries in this house? He
| ooked back down at the dead worman at his feet. Then he stepped around her
very gently, and clinbed toward her tower sitting room

A man lay there, and for a bit he couldn't think who this mght be. The
face had been shattered by the bullet that killed him but the eyes were open
Bl ack eyes. Like Ben darrington's.

The portrait on the wall told Evan nore. Marise had known or suspected
somet hing dreadful. The letter -- she nust have realized, once he told her
Benjie's body had not been found, that it could come only from her son

It was logical, and he was proud of being able to think rationally when
he wanted to scream and weep and beat his fists against the pale paper of the
wal I s. He woul d never know if his guess was accurate, but it satisfied him
Mari se woul d never have protected any nurderer except her son.

He made his way down again, averting his eyes fromthe pitiful body on
the rug. Her strictest rule had been that at once, if she died, he was to | ook
into the safe in the study. (bediently, he went there and dug into his wallet
for the conbination to the safe.

The two envel opes were inpossible to mss. She had known this was
likely to happen, and she had spent her |ast hours safeguardi ng her heritage.
He took the envel opes, as well as the deeds and insurance policies in the
f ol ders.



Then he went into the hall again and | ooked about him He could see her
there in a hundred ways, bringing tea and cookies, welcomng himinto the
house, peering wistfully after himas he left.

Evan knew he could not |eave her here to be handl ed and neasured by
police, for reporters to gnaw to the bone and scandal to overcone at |ast. He
took his lighter fromhis pocket and touched the flanme to the hangi ngs that
hid the dining roomdoor. The old fabric blazed up hungrily.

He bent and touched one of those cold hands. "Goodbye, ny dear. God
he said. Then he turned and went out, closing the door behind him

He | ocked the gate, as well. The street was enpty, which was good. He
squared his shoul ders and wal ked away fromthe C arrington house for the | ast
tine.

bl ess,

Evan didn't | ook back. Already he could hear the snap of greedy flanes
as they ate away at the prison in which Marise had lived and killed and di ed.
Let the heritage end, he thought. The final drop of blood is spilled, and the
old darrington greed is satisfied at |ast.

THE END
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