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[image: ]




After the comparative darkness of the train, the ripple of the water was blinding. The sun, striking the water high and aslant, broke the waves into millions of points of colorless dazzle. As I fumbled in my pocket for the sunglasses I hadn’t expected to need, I felt the crackle of Mr. McLeod’s telegram. I didn’t really need the telegram; its directions were brief to the point of curtness, and I had memorized them within five minutes.

TAKE THE TRAIN WHICH ARRIVES AT 4:15, AND SOMEONE FROM SANCTUARY ISLAND WILL MEET YOU AT THE STATION AND BRING YOU TO THE ISLAND.

Sanctuary Island—the very name of the place seemed weighted with the strangeness of it all. I felt like pinching myself. Standing in the dazzle of the bright water, which shone even under the platformed overhang of the railroad station, I seemed to have stepped into a new and brilliant world from that gray and drab Philadelphia hospital where I had walked through the ragged, treadmill weeks of the past winter. Could I possibly be the same Susan Moore who had lain awake night after weary night, crying softly into her pillow because life seemed too hopeless? And yet, only yesterday, I had been nerving myself for the usual daily round, forcing myself to face Raymond—Doctor Grantham, I always had to remind myself—in the surgery that morning.

A sensible, practical woman—and what else should a nurse be, if not sensible and practical?—would have left the hospital and put an end to all the hopelessness.

It had been insane from the beginning. I had known he was married—happily married. But there’s no explaining these things; all at once I had been madly, crazily in love with him, so that to look at him and know that when he looked back he saw nothing but my white uniform and black-striped cap was torture. But it would have been worse torture not to see him at all.

I had kept telling myself, feverishly, It’s only an infatuation, some trick of chemistry. Something about the way he walks, the glint of the sun on his blond hair, the serious, intent, and yet somehow sensuous line of his mouth.

But it hadn’t done any good. And finally it had broken...

All the way up in the train, I’d been compulsively reliving that last interview. It was like biting on a sore tooth or being compelled to sit through a horror movie again and again, without even being able to get up and leave. There had been only one operation scheduled that morning, a routine tonsillectomy, and when he turned away from the scrub sink, he had said crisply, “Oh, Miss Moore, just a minute, if you please. Would you like to step into the doctors’ lounge and wait for me?”

My heart had done something that the anatomy book said was impossible. Even though I knew, rationally, that he probably meant nothing but business, some outlaw hope inside me kept singing. This was the first time he had taken special notice of me.

When he came in, he had changed from the loose, sack-like scrub suit worn in surgery to the ordinary white-coat uniform he wore on his rounds. There ought to be a law against men that handsome, I thought bitterly; it does hellish things to female chemistry. I stood up, correctly, the way they taught us to do in nursing school when a doctor came into the room. He waved me down again and sat down comfortably on a sofa, his long legs stretched out, relaxed as a cat.

“Susan,” he said abruptly, and I started, because it was not the formal “Miss Moore” that was his usual way of addressing me, “you’re looking a little peakish lately.”

Immediately, irrationally, I was on the defensive. “Have I been anything less than competent, Doctor Grantham?”

“No, no,” he said quickly, “no one has any complaint to make. On the contrary, you seem—if anything—overly conscientious, but—something on your mind, Susan?”

I had two sudden, terrible, conflicting impulses—to cry or to blurt out, in one uncontrollable sentence, all my love and longing. Of course, I didn’t do either. I swallowed hard and said, “Nothing that should affect my work, doctor.”

“Personal trouble? If there was anything I could do...”

The solicitude hurt because I knew it was only the natural concern of a kind doctor for a good nurse. Without vanity, I knew I was a good nurse. But oh, the irony of that “If there was anything I could do....” Because there wasn’t. I’d been in his office. I’d seen the picture of Madeline Grantham on his desk, and the big triple-framed picture of the three little girls in pinafores and ponytails, ages four, three, and two.

Dr. Grantham was looking at me, still with the same kindly solicitude. “Nevertheless, you look as if you needed a vacation, or at least a change of air,” he said; “in fact, I’m going to insist on it. Doctor’s orders,” he added, and suddenly the look on his face told me.

He knew. And my face was flooded, suddenly, with such scalding embarrassment that I could feel the heat down through the starched collar of my uniform. This was the oldest and the most foolish situation in hospital history—the nurse who becomes infatuated with the doctor.

He was still regarding me in a kindly, impersonal way. I set my teeth and took a hitch in my backbone.

“I am prepared to send in my resignation any time you say, doctor,” I said stiffly.

“That’s not exactly what I had in mind,” he said. “I was looking over your record the other day, Susan, because of something that’s recently come up. I understand that, although you’ve specialized here as a surgical nurse, you originally were a licensed psychiatric nurse, and you’ve worked in mental hospitals. Naturally, when this assignment offered itself, I thought right away of asking you.”

“Assignment?”

“I got a letter the other day from a college friend of mine,” he said. “It seems that his kid sister needs a nurse-companion. He didn’t say exactly what was wrong with the girl, but for reasons he didn’t specify, he thought it would be wise to have her attended by a psychiatric nurse. He emphasized that except for very rare spells, the nurse would be more of a companion than a nurse—in fact, they especially wanted someone young and pretty and cheerful, so that the girl wouldn’t feel as if she were being placed under a jailer or a keeper. They wanted someone who could amuse her and keep her cheered up. They live on a beautiful island—I visited there once when I was in prep school, though I haven’t seen Brant since college—and I gather that most of the time it would be almost more of a vacation than a serious nursing assignment. My guess is that the girl’s had a nervous breakdown, but I’m not sure. Anyhow, why don’t you think it over? I called Brant McLeod and told him I had exactly the girl in mind. I was pretty sure you’d accept. A little sea and sunshine should do you a world of good,” he added persuasively.

I felt almost paralyzed by conflicting impulses. It was a way out—and yet, it meant that he was getting rid of me. Or was he merely giving me a way of escape from an impossible situation?

“Promise me you’ll at least think it over, Susan,” he said, and then, almost as if the words were being forced out against his will, he added, “It would do me good—to think of you being out of this rat race here. For purely selfish reasons...”

He broke off as if he had said more than he’d meant to say. And yet, suddenly, the knowledge broke over me like a wave—the danger was there for him, too. This gave us both a reasonable, dignified way of escape. A clean break would remove us both from temptation.

“I don’t need to think it over,” I said; “it sounds wonderful. I’ve thought, sometimes, of getting back into psychiatric nursing.”

The look in his eyes—relieved and grateful—told me all I needed to know. He might very well have offered me his hand, but he didn’t, and I knew why. I knew, as if with a sixth sense, that if he’d touched my hand we’d have been in each other’s arms. He stood up and said, “Fine. I’ll give you the address, and you can telephone McLeod this afternoon. Good luck—Susan.”

Then I’d found myself watching him walk out of the room, realizing blurrily that I’d probably never see him again. After a while I had made myself get up and go down to the nurses’ station to tell the nurse in charge that Dr. Grantham was arranging to send me out on a private case.

When I’d called later, I hadn’t spoken to Brant McLeod. I’d spoken to an impersonal voice that identified himself as McLeod’s private secretary and said, Oh yes, I was the girl Dr. Grantham had recommended, and Mr. McLeod would send me a telegram about arrangements, if I could come at once, preferably tomorrow.

The rest of the day had been spent in whirlwind arrangements that left me too busy to think: packing; arranging to give up my apartment and board my cocker spaniel, Cricket, at a kennel; notifying the milkman, the post office, and my small circle of friends. I had told them only that it was a new job. That was a nurse’s life for you, I told them, and they hadn’t asked questions.

The terse telegram with instructions had come. That night I had been too exhausted with preparations even to cry into my pillow.

And now, here I was, standing on the shore, still feeling numbed, as if under an anesthetic. But I realized slowly, as the brightness of the water brought me out of it, that I had been lucky to get away in time, before I made a fool of myself or Dr. Grantham. For instead of being a psychiatric nurse, I had needed one.

There were several small boats tied up at the dock, and I walked the length of the platform to have a closer look at them. A tall man, sun glinting on his fair hair, turned around, and for a moment there was that catch in my throat again: sun on fair hair like Dr. Grantham’s! But then I saw that the man’s sunburned features were nothing at all like Dr. Grantham’s fine ones. This man looked as if he spent all his time outdoors; he wore khaki work pants and an open-collared shirt to match, and his hands were big and calloused.

“Were you looking for someone, Miss? The stationmaster can probably help you. Or did you want to hire a boat?”

“I’m expecting to be met,” I said, and he raised well-bred eyebrows.

“Where are you going?”

“Sanctuary Island,” I said, and he nodded.

“I thought so, perhaps. I live there, myself—though I expect you’re going to Duncarlie Castle.”

“I’m working for some people named McLeod.”

“That will be the Castle,” he confirmed. There was a faint trace of a Western drawl in his speech; I wondered where he came from, then realized with amazement that this was the first time I’d shown even transient interest in any man other than Raymond in months. Not that I was interested in this blond man in khaki who looked and sounded like a cowboy. But I had noticed him. I had stepped into a new world!

He was looking fixedly at someone behind me with an intensity that made me turn, and I saw an old man in dungaree pants and a checkered bandanna approaching us. He was stooped, and he limped slightly. The old man stumped around me stiff-kneed and looked up with a stare that would have been rude if it had been less frank.

“You’ll be the nurse lady for Duncarlie Castle, Miss?”

“I am Susan Moore.”

“The nurse lady, yes. Mr. Brant telephoned in and told me to pick you up and take you out to Sanctuary Island. Where’s your baggage, Miss? I’ll get that stationmaster person to stow it on my boat.”

“Ah, yes,” the blond man said, “Brant did mention a nurse. Look here, Jim,” he said to the old man, “I can spare you a trip out. Unless Miss Moore has forty suitcases, she’ll fit very well in my speedboat, and I’m ready to start back for Sanctuary in ten minutes.” He smiled engagingly at me. “When Martine told me she’d engaged a keeper for Deirdre, I’d pictured some icy-faced old battleaxe, and I’d figured to crawl into my hole and pull it in after me. But under the present conditions it will be a pleasure to give you a lift out there and save old Jim a trip.”

The old man scowled. He said truculently, “I takes my orders from the old gentleman, Hunter, and Mr. McLeod told me to bring Miss Moore and her luggage out to Sanctuary Island. You tend to your birds, or whatever it is you do out there, and let me tend to my business. If you’ll step this way, Miss Moore—”

“Now wait a minute,” the blond man—Hunter?—said. For a minute they were actually squared off as if they would come to blows. The contrast was almost laughable, between the tall, young cowboy type and the gnarled old man, but there was something grim and deadly serious about it, too.

I said, ineffectually, “Oh, please—”

“I has my orders, Miss,” said the old man implacably; “you’re to come with me. The old gentleman, Mr. McLeod, won’t like it elseways.”

Hunter smiled, a mere baring of his teeth. “And of course the old gentleman’s wishes are sacred? What do you say, Miss Moore?”

I hesitated. “I suppose...Mr. McLeod is my boss—”

Smiling pleasantly, he said, “And of course you know nothing at all about me. I might be a thug, a hooligan, a murderer, a rapist. No doubt I’ll see you on the Island, Miss Moore.” With exaggerated courtesy, he made a little gesture which made me think—though he was hatless—of tipping his hat in Western style, and turned away. The old man glowered after him.

“Who was that?” I asked, but old Jim took no notice.

“If you’ll step this way, Miss. How much luggage do you have?”

I pointed out my two suitcases and the dressing bag. Grunting brief approval, he hoisted them neatly and jerked his head toward the dock. A fourteen-foot inboard motorboat, painted neatly blue and white, was tied there. Old Jim stowed my luggage and held out his hand to help me step carefully into the swaying boat. I sat down, closing my eyes against the redoubled glint of sun on water. I suddenly realized that I hadn’t been in a motorboat since school days, and the thought of living on an island stirred old, romantic, dreams. I had been working too hard. I had taken too little time to relax, to swim and sail and enjoy life.

Old Jim pointed to the light coat over my arm. “Better put that on, Miss. It gets cool on the water toward sunset.”

Obediently I buttoned it up to my chin; but the wind, as the motor roared into life, felt good in my hair. The sun turned the water a dozen shades of gold and orange.

I asked, “How far is it to the island?”

“Three, four miles off the mainland. I hope you’ll be staying, Miss. The last young lady they had, she wouldn’t stay. She wanted shops and the movies close at hand, I have no doubt. Frivolous, she was, and no mistake. And the one before that—just after poor Miss Margo was killed—well, Mr. Brant wouldn’t have her around at any price. Proper old devil she was. I’d be sorry myself for poor little Miss Deirdre if that old harridan was looking after her. So I’m hoping you’ll stay awhile, Miss Moore. Poor, pretty little thing Miss Deirdre is, or used to be. Nobody sees her now, but a sweet little thing she used to be, coming down and begging Old Jim for boat rides. I’d take her round the island, and she’d be pleased as if she’d been to London to visit the Queen.” Grimly, he pulled at the starting handle, and the motor roared into life.

For a few minutes I lost myself in the whipping feel of the wind roaring past my ears; then I heard Old Jim speak again.

“Your first visit to Duncarlie Castle, Miss?”

“I didn’t even know it was a castle,” I said, intrigued.

“You’ll find it lonely there, maybe,” he warned, “unless you like it that way. The mailboat stops there twice a week, and the servants come in one night a week to do their shopping, but from one year’s end to the other, nobody sees the folk from the Castle. Oh, Mr. Brant comes to the mainland now and then on business, and Mrs. McLeod comes sometimes for shopping. But the old gentleman, he hasn’t left Duncarlie Castle in seven years or more. Poor old gentleman, with all them harpies just waiting for him to die, just fastened on him, sucking his blood like leeches. And poor little Miss Deirdre—nobody ever sees her any more.”

I realized that according to the ethics of my profession, I was wrong to encourage this gossip, but his mysterious hints had awakened my curiosity. “I’ve never even been in this part of the world before. I don’t know anything about Sanctuary Island, or about the Castle.”

“Then you won’t be knowing—no, of course not.” His voice, raised above the roar of the motor and the wind, had a curious, harsh stridency. “Back a hundred years or so, in my grandfather’s time, they say old Mr. McLeod came over from Scotland and made himself a fortune in some way or other and brought over the ancestral castle, stone by stone—cost him millions, they do say—and set it up here on Sanctuary Island.”

I had heard of eccentric millionaires doing that in the nineteenth century, but I’d never believed I would actually see such a place.

“The McLeods have always kept themselves to themselves, but they came and went to the mainland until just a few years ago.” He hesitated, then glanced sideways at me, his eyes bright. “No doubt I shouldn’t be telling you all this, Miss; it might make you not want to stay—if you’re the nervous type.”

“Heavens, no,” I laughed; “what is it, an ancient Scottish ghost that walks the castle battlements every night playing his bagpipes?”

At his offended frown I quickly apologized. “Please do forgive me; I wasn’t making fun—”

“No ghosts that I know of,” he reproved me somberly, “but if there were, there’d be good reason. Seven years ago, or such like, they found a dead man there—lying on the beach.” His voice fell to that curious, harsh, strident whisper. “His body was hacked to pieces, and his face was gone! They never did find out who he was, nor what happened to him, and there were some people came snooping round accusing the McLeods—as if people like them would have anything to do with murder,” he added, glowering at me as if I’d accused his cherished employers of personally dismembering the unidentified man.

I felt a curious little frisson of fear, which I knew was completely irrational; after all, I’d been a nurse four years, and I’d seen accident victims and corpses mutilated in all sort of ways.

“My guess is that some gang of criminals took somebody out for a ride,” the old man said, “and left him there, hoping the body wouldn’t be found. Maybe they thought it was one of the deserted islands—they left him on the sea side, where all the sea caves are, and the Castle’s on the mainland side of the island. But there were reporters, and police, and newspapermen, and since then the McLeod family have cut themselves right off. The place is pointed out to tourists, but that’s all anyone knows about it.” He swerved the boat’s tiller to the right and pointed with his free hand. “Yonder it lies—Duncarlie Castle, Miss.”

The sunset turned the water to pale, shimmering gold. Above it, the sky had paled to a colorless gray, and against this grayed blue I saw, rising ahead of me, fantastic spires and turrets....

I said, stupidly, “It’s a real castle!”

“I told you. The old gentleman’s grandfather had it brought over, stone by stone. To be sure it’s a real castle.”

It looked like something from a picture in my book of fairy tales—grim, cold, changeless and ageless. It was certainly not anything people would actually live in, would go to sleep and get up and eat and drink—and hire psychiatric nurses in! It was black and forbidding against the sky.

The boat slowed as we entered the Castle’s shadow, and I felt the dark loom over me, even though, as we neared the shore, I could see that it was set back perhaps a quarter of a mile, atop a hill, and that there were sparse woods between the shore and the castle. Suddenly, with a twinge of fear, I felt reluctant to set foot on Sanctuary Island. The gruesome story of the dead man with no face, the grim, fantastic old castle, even the old-world speech of the old man at my side, combined to make me shudder. But even as I struggled to overcome it, Old Jim was making the boat fast in a landing slip, and a man in a blue-chambray work shirt and jeans was anchoring the rope and bending down for my suitcases. And behind him a tall figure stood smiling, fair hair catching the last gleam of the sun, a blond man in khaki work clothes. He held out his hand.

“My speedboat is a little faster, Miss Moore, and I’m here to see Brant on business. I can show you the way up to the Castle. Don’t worry about your luggage.”

“Mr. Hunter!” I said, startled, letting him steady me as I stepped on shore.

“At your service,” he nodded. “Welcome to Sanctuary Island.”

Behind me I heard Old Jim mutter, “...him and his conniving, canoodling ways!”

“As a matter of fact,” Hunter said pleasantly, “Brant asked me to show you up to the house. You can see about the luggage, Jim. This way, please, Miss Moore.”

The boathouse and landing slips had everything necessary, and there were several small boats tied up at the dock. From there we stepped onto a green, shaded path that led upward. It was incredibly quiet after the roar of the motorboat, the noise of the train, the always-present background roaring of a big city. The only sounds were the faraway mutter of a speedboat and a soft, warbling sound of birds singing. I breathed in the fragrant, woodsy scent, and suddenly I felt the weight on my heart dissolve. It was peaceful here.

Beside the path there was the bright flash of a blue wing, and I cried out, briefly, with pleasure. The man named Hunter said, “The island really is a bird sanctuary, you know. Except for the part owned by the McLeod family, the rest of the island is government land, and there are thousands of birds that winter here. I’m the ranger here—my name is Ross Hunter, by the way—and mainly my job is to make sure no one bothers the wildlife. It’s a paradise for a bird watcher. Are you, by any chance, interested in birds, Miss Moore?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know much about them.”

“You will,” he promised. He seemed suddenly to prick up his ears at a slight sound, although all I heard was a birdsong—and indeed, during all the time I spent on Sanctuary Island, through the stormy passions and the terrors and the tempests, there always seemed to be a framework of peaceful birdsong.

As I turned to follow his eyes, I caught a glimpse of sunset glinting on a whisk of blue skirt, on a thin, white arm that was just disappearing into the woods. A girl? Who ever it had been, she was gone.

Ross said grimly, “Deirdre. They’re crazier than she’s supposed to be if they let her run around like that!”

A thousand questions trembled on my tongue. Ross was an intimate of the Castle. He could answer.... But the ethics of my profession, not to mention common courtesy, dictated that I wait for details from my employer.

Suddenly we were out of the woods and in the very shadow of the castle, in the overhang of a vast, heavy door. I hesitated, with a twinge of reluctance, but Ross stepped up with the familiarity of long knowledge and pressed a small button that was an anachronism against the gray stone of the wall. Very far away, muffled by intervening stone walls, I heard the sound of a bell.
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The door opened slowly, with such an air of ceremony that it would hardly have surprised me to be greeted by a couple of men in medieval armor—or by the Fish-footman in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland! Instead, against the dimness that was the hall inside, a tall and angular woman stood waiting for us.

Her face was thin and narrow; her dark hair, drawn tightly back into a bun over tight temples, was already graying. Her features were those of a lady, but the dark, uniform-like dress, with plain white collar and cuffs and a small satin apron, proclaimed her an upper servant of some kind. Her voice was low and expressionless.

“Mr. Hunter. Come in, please. Mr. Brant will be back in a few minutes.” Then, catching sight of me, she smiled slightly. “Miss Moore?”

I admitted it, and she stepped back in a gesture of invitation and welcome. “I’m very glad to see you,” she said, and to my surprise, the expression in her face and voice was actually one of relief and pleasure. “Matthew...”

A young man in a dark, plain suit came forward and relieved Ross of my luggage. The tall woman said, “I am Mrs. Meadows, the housekeeper. Mr. Brant McLeod left instructions that you were to be shown to your room. If you’ll come with me, please? Matthew, have Miss Moore’s luggage taken to the northwest tower room.” Her glance dismissed Ross Hunter as she said, “You know your way into Mr. Brant’s study. You can wait there, if you like.”

His murmured thanks was impeccable, but he cast me an amused glance of irony. It was all too obvious that Mrs. Meadows didn’t really care whether he liked it or not.

“This way, Miss Moore. I’m afraid there are rather a lot of stairs.”

“That won’t bother me, after the hospital,” I said, and followed her.

My first impression of the inside of Duncarlie Castle was of dark luxury, almost overwhelming in its gloomy splendor. The hall was papered with an antique brocade pattern in dark green and gold, and there were brocade hangings; the only light came from a window at the far end, set with lozenge-shaped patterns in colored glass. The carpets were deep and dark underfoot, and on the stairs rich, dark carpeting muffled the sound of my heels. The housekeeper moved silently ahead of me, up two flights of stairs and along a long corridor, turning twice. I said inanely to her back, “How on earth will I find my way around?”

“It may be a little confusing at first,” she said. She turned, and to my surprise the grim face held kindliness and even humor. “But you’ll soon get used to it,” she went on. “I do hope you’ll like it here, Miss; poor little Miss Deirdre needs someone young around her. But a lady—not like that last young snippet of a girl we had! She said the place got on her nerves! Hmph! Nothing but the big city would have suited that one, and we were all glad enough to see her go back there.”

This seemed to need a comment, so I said, “It seems very beautiful here. And I think I’ll enjoy the quiet.”

“Quiet, it surely is. And you’ll soon find your way around, though goodness knows the place wasn’t built for convenience. I understand that in the olden days they didn’t even have running water, and it was old Mr. Alexander who had modern conveniences put in. Nowadays, of course, you can’t get a cook to stay without a modern kitchen and goodness knows what-all else!”

I asked, “Have you been here very long?” for she sounded like the old family retainer out of some novel.

But as if reading that thought, she smiled. “Oh, dear, no; only about five or six years. There were all new servants after—” she broke off, and mentally I supplied, after the murder, but after a moment’s pause, hardly a break, she went on, “—about eight years ago. Here is your room, Miss.”

The room had the same movie-set unbelievability as the rest of the house: dark brocade hangings, deep green, traced with gold; a carved four-poster bed; carpets deep enough to swim in. I moved through it in amazement, wondering if it were really there, or just painted on.

Mrs. Meadows flicked a switch. “Light,” she said in a crisp, practical voice, and somehow their quite ordinary electric brilliance made the whole thing seem more believable. She pulled a cord, and the draperies glided back to a view of sunlit ocean. “And your bath is here.” The bath was more nearly modern than the rest of the house, although the tub was an ancient, footed model, and the washstand looked like marble. But were these servants’ quarters? Or did they believe that a nurse-companion was entitled to the privileges of a guest?

A telephone rang from the bedside table. Startled, I picked it up and tentatively said, “Hello?”

An urgent male voice said, “Is Mrs. Meadows there, please?”

She was already at my elbow; she took the phone and listened for a moment, and then a look of distress slid over her features. She said, “Right away, Mr. McLeod,” and replaced the receiver. “I’ll have to leave you,” she said hurriedly; “I’ll send one of the maids to unpack.”

“Please don’t bother—”

“Mr. McLeod would wish it, Miss,” she said inflexibly. As she hurried out the door, it slid shut noiselessly.

My suitcases already stood in the middle of the floor. I walked to the window and looked down at the curve of the green shoreline. Birds were dipping gracefully along the waterside, and at one point there seemed to be a low, flat, sandy beach, where the waves rolled in gently. This side of the island seemed to be sheltered; it was without surf. It looked as if there would be swimming. Far out on the darkening water, I saw the white gleam of a sail.

“Shall I unpack for you now, Miss Moore? My name is Carla.”

I turned to see a colored girl in a dark dress like the housekeeper’s, with the same white collar and cuffs, standing apologetically in the doorway. She said, “I did knock, but the walls are so thick here...”

“That’s all right. Come in. Really, they needn’t have bothered.”

“No bother at all, Miss Moore. Mrs. McLeod said we were to do all we could to make you comfortable.” She was already unfolding my dresses, hanging them in the closet, and stowing my nightgowns and underwear in the bureau drawers with easy, practiced hands. I felt vaguely abashed at their modesty against the luxury of these cedar-scented closets and drawers.

Carla held up a gray chiffon dress I usually saved for concerts and special dates. “Shall I press this for dinner, Miss?” she asked.

I hesitated. “I’d thought perhaps I should change into uniform—”

“No, Miss Moore; Mr. Brant wants to see you in the library, and he wanted you to join them at dinner tonight.” Carla was already unfolding a small ironing board, and I gave way without protest. She probably knew more than I did about what was customary in a place like this! I certainly seemed to have fallen into the lap of luxury.

When I was ready, I surveyed myself with unusual criticism in the long, gilt-framed pier glass on the closet door. Normally a mirror was something to make sure my cap was pinned on straight. But tonight, in these unbelievable surroundings, I felt strange. It seemed that the mirror must give back something new and strange as well. I began to realize that during the last several months I had begun to think of myself as a sort of uniformed female robot. Yet against this background, the mirror gave back a new image. The gray dress seemed to give a tinge of gold to the hair I usually thought of as dishwater blond. Perhaps it was excitement that made my cheeks glow and my eyes seem more blue than gray. Perhaps it was just the general fairy-tale atmosphere around me that made me feel as if I were dressed in cobweb and clouds and floating somewhere above the floor.

I felt considerably less secure when I ventured out of my room, even though the quiet-spoken Carla had given me careful directions. The corridors were wide and empty and deserted; yet I had the sense of someone watching me. Small, faraway sounds were muffled—the sound of a piano playing, and somewhere (surely I was mistaken!) the cry of a child, quickly hushed again. I hesitated at the foot of the stairs, turned and guessed at the correct door, and stepped back, hesitantly; I had blundered into a sort of pantry, lined with shelves. A tall old man with white hair raised his eyebrows as I stepped inside, and I blunderingly explained who I was.

He never batted an eyelash. “You took the wrong turning at the foot of the stairs,” he informed me gravely. “If you’ll come this way, I believe Mr. McLeod is waiting for you in the library.”

Feeling reproved, I followed him across the hall and into a high-ceilinged room whose walls were lined with dark books. There was a grand piano here, and above it a framed portrait of a woman in costume, with a high Spanish ruff about her white throat and features of impeccable classic beauty. Her dark, magnificent hair was massed atop a finely shaped head. I stood for a moment admiring the portrait.

“My wife,” said a dry voice from the shadows, and I turned to see a small old man in a wheelchair, who I knew must be Jerome McLeod. His face was as dry and lined as his voice. “It was painted in honor of her first performance as Princess Eboli in Don Carlo, at La Scala opera house. Perhaps you have heard the name of Martine Clereau?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
CASTLE
TERROR






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





