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  Chapter One




   




   




   




   




  SHE WAS CAREFUL to avoid the one stair that creaked. As far as she knew, the house was empty, but . . .




  You never could tell. They had said They were going skiing all afternoon, but They might come back at any moment.




  They did as They pleased. They did things you would have been punished for doing, but there was no one to punish Them. They thought you didn’t know what They did. But you did. Always.




  They often said They felt just as if They were fifteen at fifty. Didn’t They realize that you often felt just as if you were fifty at fifteen? At twenty-one you would be as free as They,

  but twenty-one was a long way to go, six whole years. Meanwhile . . .




  On the second floor, she paused to listen. The house was still silent. Beyond the open window, the world was windless and leafless—just stony, skeletal trees, forking and branching in dark

  lung patterns against a dazzle of sunlit snow. The icy stillness seemed dead as the cold beyond galactic space where even molecular motion must cease and there is no such thing as time. . . .




  It was sort of scary. More scary than dark of night for, in this brilliant light, you could believe that somewhere someone you couldn’t see was watching you. Someone who approved what you

  were going to do. Someone . . . or Something . . .




  She opened the second door on her right. The room was empty, as she had known it would be. She slipped inside, noiseless in stocking feet, and closed the door softly behind her. She stood with

  her back against the door, looking around the room. A slow smile curved her lips. This feeling of secrecy was exhilarating. I know something you don’t know. Power.




  White walls. A white ceiling with dark, exposed beams. Tall, printed curtains—violets and green leaves on a white ground. The counterpane was white, the quilt, violet satin with the pearly

  lustre of real silk. There were little ash trays and pin trays of French porcelain, violet figures on a white ground. Trust Folly to think of the smallest detail. Even the carpet was another shade

  of the same violet, . . . plummy velvet, accented by a hearth rug of white fur, and the old tiles around the grate were faded mauve and oyster-white. There were bits of copper and purplish

  lusterware on the chimney shelf, and the highboy was rosewood.




  Again she smiled. There were all kinds of things you could do in a room like this. You could smash the lusterware. You could throw ink on the white fur. If you had a sharp knife, you could slash

  the curtains and score the tiles and rip up the carpet. If you lit a fire, you could burn those old books in the bookcase. What a stench the leather bindings would make. . . .




  But these were things that would make Them angry, and you didn’t want to make Them angry. You wanted to make Them afraid.




  If They were really afraid, They wouldn’t think of punishing you, because it would never occur to Them that you were responsible. They wouldn’t think you bold enough, or cunning

  enough, to frighten Them.




  You would have to be exquisitely subtle. One thing at a time. A little hint here, a little coincidence there. Things that couldn’t quite be explained according to any of Their rules. After

  a while the cumulative effect would get under Their skins. Gently, quietly, almost imperceptibly, you could undermine Their deepest faith—Their faith in Themselves. Then you would have Them

  at your mercy.




  What would be the best beginning?




  Her favorite case was the Portuguese villa at Coimbra in 1919. Unfortunately she had no idea how to duplicate the things that had happened there. That was what made the case so fascinating.

  Assume the thing was a hoax: you still had a mystery. How were those effects contrived?




  So she would have to fall back on something else. The Norman castle at Calvados in 1875? Even then she would have to stick to the simpler incidents. No one had ever been able to explain some of

  the others. . . .




  A snapping sound cracked the silence. There was a floor board in the upper hall that creaked when you stepped on it. Could They be back already? She stood still, breathless, waiting. No other

  sound came.




  She counted to sixty seconds slowly. One-and, two-and, three-and . . . Still no further sound. She must have been mistaken. Or the temperature outside was changing and the old house was

  resettling itself for the night on its arthritic foundations. . . .




  She crossed to the highboy, opened the top drawer. A jewel case, a handkerchief box, a glove box. She shut that drawer and opened the next. Ah! That was better. Stockings.




  They had been washed and dried and rolled in pairs and the sheerest put away in a violet satin bag scented with lavender. She took out twelve pairs. Six were dust-gray beige, three were sheer

  black, and three an odd smoky shade of blue. The latest thing. She walked over to the bed. Swiftly she arranged them in the pattern of a large figure eight, then stood back to contemplate the

  effect.




  Did it seem uncanny to her only because she knew about the other things that had happened at Calvados at the same time? They didn’t know about those things. To Them, this would be just a

  silly trick . . .




  Unless she could make Them believe the house was empty when it happened? But how could she make Them believe that?




  “Caught you!”




  Lucinda jumped as if a firecracker had exploded. In the looking-glass above the highboy, she could see the half-open door. Vanya was standing in the doorway. It would be Vanya, of course. None

  of Them would ever sneak up on her like that.




  “I heard you!” she cried. “I heard the floor board in the hall creak!”




  He was grinning. “No, you didn’t, because I didn’t come along the hall. I came up the stairs.”




  “Then what did I hear?”




  “Old beams groaning. It’s getting colder outside.” He was looking at the figure eight on the bed. “What the hell? Oh, I get it. The Norman castle. But you oughtn’t

  to start with that, Worm.”




  “I wish you wouldn’t call me ‘Worm’!”




  “Why not? You look like a worm. One of the white ones you find under damp stones.”




  “Thanks a lot! You’d better remember that worms turn.”




  “I don’t think you ever will.”




  “Perhaps I’m turning now.”




  “Oh?” His gaze went back to the stockings. “But not against me. Against her. Folly. This is her room, isn’t it?”




  “Yes.”




  “You should start with something more punchy and use the figure eight later, when tension has built up to a point where even the silliest things are terrifying.”




  “I suppose you’re going to tell on me now and spoil everything!” She was always on the defensive in his presence, for he made her aware of all her shortcomings. She was

  painfully thin and flat-chested for her age and sex. Strangers mistook her for twelve rather than fifteen. Her colorless face was spattered too generously with freckles. Her eyes were a dull gray;

  her hair what Folly called “hair-colored hair,” straight and lank. She was conscious of all this when she looked at Vanya, because he was the handsomest boy she had ever seen.




  It wasn’t his height or his bold profile and shock of black hair. It was his eyes, the dark, deep-set eyes that reflected every mood so instantly. How quickly the warm glow of affection

  could turn into the hard flash of anger or the bright spark of mischief. When he was angry, his eyes got round under drawn brows and he looked like a caged eagle. At the moment his mood was high

  mischief, and the sparks were dancing.




  “I wouldn’t think of spoiling this. I’m going to help.”




  “Oh, Vanya!” For a moment she almost loved him.




  “It takes two to do this sort of thing. You wouldn’t have a chance alone, but the two of us together . . . Before the week is out, we’ll have them calling the

  police.”




  “Or the Society for Psychical Research.”




  He looked at her with new respect. “That’s even better. You do have ideas. I wonder if we could get Them that scared?”




  “I don’t see why not.” His praise made her bolder.




  ‘They’re always frightened by anything They can’t explain. That’s why They invented Science—to make the universe safe for Them by hiding or ignoring anything that

  can’t be explained according to Their rules.”




  “Sweeping the dirt under the rug? You’re right, of course. If we can make Them consider, just once, only for a moment that reality is incoherent and unintelligible, They’ll

  flip . . . Put those stockings back.”




  “Then what?”




  “We must think this out carefully.” Vanya sat down on the fur rug, cross-legged, his brow ridged in deepest thought. Lucinda perched on the edge of the bed and waited. Beyond the

  window, the western sky was banded with primrose light that made shadows on the snow look blue.




  At last the oracle spoke. “Could you manage the traditional smell of violets?”




  “Sure. Folly has some stuff called April Violets.”




  “Then . . . I’m tempted to try the trick that was used in the Reverend Dr. Eliakim Phelps’ parsonage in Connecticut in 1850.”




  “The tableau? At Stratford?” She was as familiar with the literature as he. They had studied it together all last summer.




  “I always liked that one.” He began to intone dreamily: “Eleven bizarre dummies, constructed out of the family’s clothing, arranged in attitudes of prayer with open

  Bibles before them.”




  “All females except for one ugly, male dwarf . . . What was it Dr. Webster said?”




  “It wouldn’t have been possible for half a dozen women working several hours to have completed their design, yet these things happened in a short time with the whole household on

  watch.”




  “And they were so lifelike a small child thought his mother was kneeling with the rest . . . Vanya, you and I couldn’t manage anything like that.”




  “I know. Besides, there’s more shock value in sound effects. Our first attack must be a real assault on the nervous system.”




  “How do we go about that?”




  ‘The poltergeist bit. Knocking, rapping. What time is dinner tonight?”




  “Eight o’clock.”




  “How long does it take?”




  “About an hour.”




  “They don’t sit around the table drinking brandy after dinner or any of that nonsense, do They?”




  “No, if They want brandy after dinner, They have it in the living room with coffee.”




  “Good. Then we’ll time this for half-past nine. That gives us a margin of thirty minutes if They should talk a lot or dawdle over their food.”




  “Time what?”




  “The raps in the living room. They’ll make the usual remarks about water pipes and heating systems and beams contracting as it gets colder after sunset. And then you’ll say . .

  .” Vanya’s voice became falsetto. “Isn’t there a tradition that this house is supposed to be haunted?”




  “I can’t say that.”




  “Why not?”




  “I’m not supposed to know. I overheard Folly telling the gardener not to mention it to me last summer.”




  “She’s a goop if she thinks she can keep a thing like that from you. Does she suppose you don’t know why that room at the head of the stairs is never used?”




  “I told you she was a goop.”




  “All right. You don’t have to say anything about the house being haunted. They’ll remember.”




  “They may not. My father doesn’t believe in that sort of thing.”




  “But your mother does.”




  “Stepmother, and she does not!”




  “She does so! I’ve overheard her and your father talking and—”




  “How could you overhear them? Where were you listening?”




  “None of your business.”




  Lucinda considered him thoughtfully. “Am I supposed to say anything else? After the knockings begin?”




  “Oh, yes.” Again Vanya’s voice climbed to a falsetto. “I’ve just noticed something funny. Those knocks are all coming in groups of three . . . Then

  They’ll tell you it’s just your imagination, and They’ll laugh to show how skeptical They are, but the laughter will be a bit thin and then . . . Do you know what you’ll do

  then?”




  “No. What?”




  “You’ll do just what Katie Fox did.”




  “Ooooh!” For a moment Lucinda’s eyes were as brilliant as Vanya’s and she was almost pretty.




  He smiled. “So you remember?”




  “Oh, yes! Who could ever forget? I’ll cry out, very loud: ‘DO AS I DO, MR. SPLITFOOT!’ And I’ll clap my hands three times and there’ll be three knocks in

  response and then They’ll stop talking about beams and pipes, because beams and pipes can’t count to five . . . But, oh, Vanya, how can we manage to do such a thing?”




  “Easy as pie. I’ll be making the knocks.”




  “They’ll search the house. They’ll find you.”




  “They may search the house, but they won’t find me.”




  “Why not?”




  “That’s my secret and I’m not going to tell you.”




  





  Chapter Two




   




   




   




   




  THIS SNOW HAD never been told that large flakes are the sign of a brief flurry. These flakes were large, but they had been falling for three hours and

  they were still at it. It was not so bad in the Hudson River valley, but when the car left Saugerties and began to climb into the mountains at Palenville, the road became almost impassable.




  In the valley the snow had fallen like powder on a dry surface. Here, in the mountains, it was falling on a crust of older snow that had melted to water yesterday and turned to ice tonight. Even

  snow tires had no traction. This was like driving on greased glass.




  Basil Willing became aware that both his hands were clamped to the steering wheel. Deliberately he loosened his fingers and flexed them, but tension was still in his heart. There was nothing he

  could do about that.




  The headlights showed only the tops of pine trees below him on his left, but he knew that the darkness beyond hid a drop of five hundred feet or more only a few inches from the edge of the

  steep, twisting road. He also knew that the car might skid at any moment.




  “Bad?” The voice of Gisela, his wife, was a cool sweetness.




  “Very bad. I’m going to get off this road the first chance I have.”




  They were descending now and there was a curve. The car gave a giddy lurch and spun a foot or so clockwise, but did not leave the road. Rotating headlights came to rest on a rocky height above

  them on their right. In summer there would be a waterfall there. Now the crags were bearded with great icicles. The engine died and the car stood directly across the road, blocking the way like a

  barricade.




  “At least there’s no traffic,” said Gisela.




  “No one but us would be fool enough to be out here on a night like this. I sometimes wonder if skiing is worth it.”




  Gisela laughed. “Perhaps we should just abandon the car and put on our skis now. Much safer.”




  Basil started the engine gingerly and gently coaxed the car to turn its nose in the right direction. Now they were climbing again. Was there no end to these mountains? They couldn’t leave

  the road on the left for there was the drop below them, and they couldn’t leave the road on the right for there was the rocky height above them. There were no stars, no moon. All they could

  see was a mad tarantella of windy snowflakes in the restricted glare of their own lights.




  “Like a white curtain,” said Gisela.




  “But a curtain made up of moving particles,” added Basil. “The way most people imagine the dance of the electrons inside the atom.”




  “And it’s not really that way?”




  “Of course not. There are astronomical spaces between electrons and then there’s the fascinating question of whether they really exist at all.”




  He was talking at random to keep her mind off the road.




  “But they do, don’t they?”




  “Do they?” As he couldn’t take his eyes off the road, he tried to put the smile into his voice. “When a thing is so elusive that you can’t determine its velocity

  and position at the same time—”




  “Basil! A side road!”




  The headlights picked out a narrow, winding track that tunneled into the woods on their right.




  “Thank God!” He turned the car into what must be a leafy lane in summer.




  “But we don’t know where it goes!”




  “I don’t care where it goes, so long as we get away from those cliffs. If we skid here, the worst thing that can happen is that we wrap the car around a tree. At this speed it

  won’t hurt us—only the car.”




  “I thought some of the worst accidents occurred at low speeds.”




  “This isn’t a speed. It’s a slow. We’re crawling.”




  They were on relatively level ground here. They rounded one curve and another and another. “Have you any idea where we are?” Gisela asked him at last.




  “Not the faintest. We’ll have to stop at the first house and ask for directions.”




  “But there don’t seem to be any houses on this road.”




  “There must be. A road has to lead somewhere. People don’t build them just for fun.”




  “Perhaps we’re passing houses without seeing them because they have no lights.”




  “At eight o’clock in the evening? Even in the mountains people don’t go to bed that early. Not since the invention of television.”




  “What about summer cottages, closed for the winter?”




  “Would the county build a whole road just for summer cottages?”




  “It may be a private road, a dead end.”




  “If it is and all the houses are closed, we’ll just have to turn back. But let’s hope we come to a house or another road in a few more minutes.”




  He knew vaguely that they must be on top of the mountain now where it leveled off into a sort of plateau furrowed with shallow valleys and ravines, but after so many twists and turns, he had

  lost all sense of direction. If only there had been stars! He felt as lost as a child playing blindman’s buff.




  The snow was deeper now. There was a theory that you should drive in high gear on deep snow, but the way was growing so steep again that he decided to shift into second. A mistake. There was an

  ominous clonk and the engine died. He turned the ignition to “start.” The engine muttered with just the sound of a human voice swearing under its breath, so you couldn’t quite

  catch the words. He stepped on the gas. The engine went on muttering, but the car didn’t move. He tried again. The muttering was slower. It died and silence enfolded them.




  He looked at his wife. “Transmission, probably. Job for a garage. Several days and at least a hundred dollars. Were you joking about putting on our skis? It’s not a joke now. We must

  ski or walk.”




  They were dressed for the weather—insulated underwear, heavy ski sweaters, wool slacks and fur-lined parkas. They got into ski boots and adjusted skis by the light of the headlamps. He

  glanced at Gisela before he switched off the lights. In those clothes she looked like a boy until you noticed the fine cut of her profile and something essentially feminine in the depth of her dark

  eyes.




  “You and I have been in worse situations than this,” he reminded her.




  “I know.” They exchanged the most intimate of all smiles, the smile of shared memory. “I suppose we should keep to the road. As you said, a road has to lead

  somewhere.”




  “Except in dreams.”




  “But this isn’t a dream. It’s reality. Remember?”




  “Is it? I’m not so sure . . . Look! Lights. I don’t quite believe in them, do you? Too pat. A moment ago we were miles from anywhere.”




  They had glided downhill and around the next curve. Now they were standing at the top of another hill. Below them, on the floor of a wide valley, stood a house with brilliantly lighted

  windows.




  “How beautiful!” Gisela breathed softly. “Like coming suddenly on a lighted ship at sea.”




  “Or a Japanese house.”




  “Because it’s broad and low and sitting among terraces and gardens with trees just beyond?”




  “Partly, but it’s more the way the roof is shaped and placed in relation to the low lines of the house. Somehow those lighted windows look like chosi screens, and the whole

  thing seems frail and impermanent.”




  “To me it looks more like a toy Noah’s ark, a boat on a platform.”




  “But the roof is almost Chinese. You expect the corners to curve up and then they don’t.”




  “An odd house.”




  “And, therefore, an old house. Today builders use standard blueprints and houses look alike.”




  “I wonder what kind of people live there?”




  “Let’s find out.”




  As they drew nearer, it seemed less odd and Oriental, but it was certainly old. No picture windows. Casements with leaded, glass panes. And the level spaces muffled in snow weren’t

  terraces. They were verandas without roofs.




  “I think there are steps under the snow—” Basil turned his head as he spoke to her, but she wasn’t there.




  “Gisela!”




  “I’m all right.” She had fallen into a drift; only her head and shoulders rose above it. “All but my ankle. It turned right over.”




  “Try to stand.” He helped her into an upright position. She leaned on him heavily. “Will it bear weight?”




  “Not comfortably. Probably a sprain.”




  He unlaced the ski boot. His knowledgeable fingertips explored the ankle. “I suspect something more serious. Probably an inversion fracture.”




  “Is that bad?”




  “Not really, but you mustn’t walk much until I can get you into a cast.”




  “But I have to walk! At least to the house.”




  “No, you don’t. Wait here a few moments.”




  He groped his way through the snow to the veranda steps alone. He could hear a murmur of voices from inside the house. There was no bell beside the front door, but there was a knocker of wrought

  iron. “It would be brass on a new house,” he thought as he knocked.




  The murmur of voices stopped and he heard footsteps. He had been standing away from the windows in darkness. Now he was suddenly bathed in the glare of two carriage lamps on either side of the

  front door. They made everything look like a scene on the stage: snow falling through spotlights; one magnificent tree in the foreground, its trunk of dark, wet-looking

  papier-maché, stippled with paint that looked like pale, lacy lichen; beyond, a suggestion of tall pine trunks rising into a shadowy confusion of branches far above. Whoever painted

  that backdrop was truly an artist.




  Half the wide door was swinging open, like a casement window. It was a New York Dutch door, derived, perhaps, from the European barn door. A man faced Basil in the opening. His once-blond hair

  looked cream-colored now it was turning white, but his face was that of a man in his late forties. He wore a sweater almost the same color as his hair, one of those Irish fisherman’s sweaters

  that look as if they were ivory carved in low relief. His sun-tanned skin had a golden tone. His eyes were like china tea, tawny amber, wide-spaced under level brows. The eyes and brows made him

  handsome, even in middle age.




  “I’m sorry to have to bother you,” said Basil. “But our car has broken down and we have no idea where we are. If we could telephone to a garage—”




  The man’s laugh had the rich tone of golden bells. “Are you kidding? It’s all you can do here to get garage men out on a summer day, but on a night like this—”




  Basil tightened his grip on his temper. “My wife has hurt her ankle rather badly. If there’s any sort of motel or boarding house near here—”




  “There isn’t. The nearest is a good twenty miles, over by the ski lodge. You’d have to go back to Palenville to reach it by car. Tonight you could hardly take a trail over the

  mountain and walk!”




  The thought of Gisela waiting in the snow put an edge on Basil’s voice. “My wife cannot walk. Her ankle is broken. If we could borrow a car from you . . .”




  The amber eyes went beyond Basil to the snow, still falling steadily. “You’d get stuck long before you reached Palenville.”




  “Francis! There’s only one thing to do. They must spend the night here.”




  A woman had come to stand beyond the man’s shoulder. She was tall and slender and blonde. The bone structure of her face had the symmetry of classical Hellenic sculpture and was as

  sexless. Take away Aphrodite’s breasts and chignon and she is Hermes. She seems to derive as obviously from boy models as Shakespeare’s heroines from boy actors. She has the wide waist,

  narrow pelvis and flat buttocks of a young male athlete. Her straight nose, round, beardless chin and sensual mouth are common to statues of both sexes and may be artistic conventions of the

  period. Whatever the cause, it is an epicene convention. There is nothing about face or figure that suggests the older mother goddess of earlier images who is so very much a functioning mammalian

  female.




  The woman who stood behind the man in the doorway was as the figures in ancient marble and as cold. Her masculine aspect was emphasized by a slack suit of gray flannel cut to perfection by some

  master tailor. Immaculate white linen shirt, glossy, chestnut loafers, no jewels, no make-up. Utter self-confidence was all about her like a scent in the air.




  The man turned his head to look back at her. Basil caught the look. Here was one man who did not find her cold. Her husband?




  His eyes came back to Basil. “I’m sorry. We have a house party here and all the bedrooms are in use. Perhaps if I drive you myself—”




  “A car will get stuck tonight no matter who’s driving!” The woman’s voice was beautiful, too. Low pitch, clean enunciation, and richly various tones suggested training.

  Actress? “There’s only one thing to do. We’ll ask them to camp out in the living room just for the night.”




  The man turned to Basil again with forced courtesy. “I’m afraid that’s the best we can do. Where is your wife? Can I help you get her up to the house?”




  “No, thanks. I can manage. And I am grateful for this.”




  Basil went down the steps.




  “We’re miles from a motel or a garage,” he told Gisela as he unlaced her other ski boot. “We’ll have to stay here overnight and hope to get you to a hospital the

  first thing in the morning. This ankle must be X-rayed.”




  Something in his voice caught her attention. “Did they invite us to stay the night?”




  “Not with any great enthusiasm. I doubt if the husband believed your ankle was broken, but the wife did, and she insisted. It won’t be too comfortable. A couch in the living room.

  They have a house party and no bedrooms are free.”




  “A couch in the living room sounds wonderful.”




  He slid one arm under her knees, the other around her shoulders, and rose. She clung to his neck. “Quite sure I’m not getting too heavy for this sort of thing?”




  “Not you! You haven’t gained an ounce in twenty years.”




  The man held the door open for them. For the first time he was smiling. “Welcome to Crow’s Flight! I must have seemed inhospitable just now, but we are a bit crowded this weekend. By

  the way, I’m Francis Swayne and this is my wife Folly.”




  Aphrodite smiled her marble smile.




  Basil had a swift impression of a wide, tall room, paneled in unpainted wood, and a great, stone chimney. He put Gisela down gently on a sofa before a broad, open hearth. There was a fire. Its

  flicker kept shadows moving in the far corners of the room.




  There were Christmas decorations everywhere—mistletoe overhead, a blue spruce tree glowing with blue lights, della Robbia wreaths that mingled winter fruit with evergreen branches and his

  own favorite—angel chimes from Sweden. The vanes of thin brass were highly polished, the candles below, whose updraft would send them spinning, were waiting to be lighted, and the little

  brass cherubs, that would revolve and strike thin notes from the chimes with slender rods, were poised and ready.




  For a moment Basil thought that the bird cage shaped like a pagoda and painted white was part of the Christmas scene, but there was a flash of turquoise and white in the cage and a harsh voice

  spoke in grotesque parody of the human voice, breaking words up into syllables and running all syllables together.




  “My-wife-Fol-ly!”




  “Oh, be quiet, Tobermory!”




  Gisela smiled. “Is he really like the cat in Saki’s story?”




  “No, he’s just an echo. He has no idea of the meaning of what he says, though there are disconcerting moments when he seems to. That’s why we named him Tobermory, of

  course.”




  “Francis Swayne . . .” Basil repeated. “The novelist?”




  “I write novels.” The tone implied: And I don’t like to talk about them.




  It was an attitude Basil had met in other writers and this time it was a relief, for he had never read a Swayne novel. Swayne was one of those novelists who had come out of the Pacific theatre

  of war and mined the rich vein of Far Eastern violence and mysticism for years afterward. Possibly Basil had avoided the novels because he had been in the Pacific theatre himself and preferred to

  keep his own vision of the Far East intact. Now that he saw the unusual qualities in Swayne’s face, he was a little sorry he had done so.




  “And this is a neighbor of ours,” went on Swayne. “Ivan Radanine.”




  A boy had come forward to stand beside the Swaynes, a dark boy with a face as sharp as a knife. He was dressed for outdoors in thick boots and slacks and parka, but the heavy clothes did not

  clog his swift grace.




  “My name is Basil Willing and this is my wife.”




  “How do you do, Dr. Willing?” The boy showed all his teeth in a wolfish grin.




  Now how did he know that I was Dr. Willing?




  “I’m sorry I have to go just as you arrive,” went on the boy. “But I hope I may see you tomorrow.”




  “Not staying for dinner, Vanya?” Swayne seemed surprised.




  “Thank you, but Mother insists I spend at least one evening a week at home, and this is it. Good night, Mrs. Swayne . . . Dr. Willing.”




  A chilly blast came from the open door as he went out. Before it closed, Basil saw his own tracks in the snow filling rapidly with the falling flakes.




  He turned back to Swayne. “I really can’t thank you enough for putting us up. It’s no night to be out in the mountains with a broken ankle and a balky car.”




  “Not at all. I’m just sorry we don’t have an empty bedroom to offer you.”




  He checked himself suddenly as he saw another, older woman standing in the doorway to the right of the fireplace. Eyes still lovely looked out of the ruins of a once-lovely face. She was one of

  those women who always seem to be in motion—a shimmering scarf, a floating sash, a flutter of lace or pleats—and all her motions had poetry.




  “Oh, Ginevra!” cried Swayne. “I didn’t realize you had come down.”




  “I’ve been here for several minutes.” Ginevra’s voice was soft, lilting, almost caressing. For a moment Basil couldn’t place it and then it came to him. Irish. Not

  a brogue. Nothing so obvious. A cadence. Dublin University Irish.




  “What are you talking about, Francis?” went on Ginevra. “You know perfectly well there’s an empty bedroom at the head of the stairs. What’s wrong with

  that?”




  





  Chapter Three




   




   




   




   




  LUCINDA STOOD ALONE in the upper hall at the head of the stairs. She couldn’t see the lower hall, for the broad stair turned on itself, two

  flights joined by two landings, but she could hear sounds from the living room below.




  She heard Vanya’s demure Good night, Mrs. Swayne, and smiled. If Folly had any idea what a devil he was . . .




  She heard a murmur that sounded like men’s voices and then, suddenly, a woman’s voice, soft and lilting: You know perfectly well there’s an empty bedroom at the head of the

  stairs . . . That was the old one. Mrs. Alcott. The one They called Ginevra. She had really put Daddy on the spot now. It would be fun to hear him wriggle out of that one, but it would be more

  fun to use the few minutes exploring the upper floor now that she knew Vanya had some sort of secret hiding place here.




  Vanya had gone. Daddy and Folly and Ginevra Alcott were all downstairs with these new people, the Willings. Only Mrs. Alcott’s husband was left upstairs in his room. Probably getting out

  of soggy slacks and damp parka and into one of the odd outfits they called après-ski. He was old and slow and the others seemed quite occupied with one another down there. She could

  probably count on ten minutes without interruption. Perhaps fifteen.




  They may search the house, but they won’t find me . . . That’s my secret and I’m not going to tell you . . .




  The words went round and round silently in the deepest recesses of her mind like shadows of the spoken words. That was the part of the mind Montaigne had described so vividly, where nothing is

  forbidden and everything is hidden from everyone else. Like many adolescent intellectuals, Lucinda spent most of her time in the delightful freedom of that private kingdom. It was there she had

  been weighing Vanya’s words ever since he uttered them.




  He must have a hiding place in the house known only to him. He must have found it exploring the house during the years it stood empty.




  Since he obviously believed that raps he made in this hiding place would be heard in the living room tonight, it must be close to the living room. Since he planned to come back to it secretly

  while they were all at dinner, it must be a place he could reach without going through the dining room and kitchen. The big living room was the only other room on the ground floor, so Vanya’s

  hiding place must be upstairs.
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