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One







Kit Smith hadn’t eloped with Nell Harris, which was a good thing, because it meant that I wouldn’t have to push my best friend, Emma Harris, off a cliff.


Before I’d left England for a summerlong vacation in the Rocky Mountains, I’d given Emma strict instructions: While I was away, she was to do everything in her power to keep her stepdaughter, Nell, from marrying her stable master, Kit Smith. If she had to send Nell to a convent and lock Kit in the tack room for a couple of months, so be it. Emma was to prevent anything of a matrimonial nature from taking place between the two in my absence, or face dire consequences upon my return.


It wasn’t that I opposed the marriage. To the contrary, I was rooting for it to happen. I’d been rooting for it for so long, in fact, that it would have killed me—and possibly Emma—if it had happened while I was three thousand miles away. Luckily for Emma, it hadn’t.


“I told you they wouldn’t elope,” she said serenely.


It was a raw and murky Tuesday afternoon in mid-October. My husband, Bill, was at work; our sons, Will and Rob, were at school; and their inestimable nanny, Annelise Sciaparelli, was in the dining room, humming softly to herself while she beaded the left sleeve of her exquisite, hand-sewn wedding dress. The wedding was still eight months away, but Annelise wasn’t the sort of person who left things until the last minute.


Stanley, our black cat, had been banned from the dining room because of his unhealthy habit of pouncing on moving needles. I wasn’t sure where he’d gone, but I suspected that he’d retreated to Bill’s favorite armchair in the living room. Stanley had decided long ago that he was Bill’s cat.


Emma Harris and I were seated at the kitchen table, sharing a pot of Earl Grey tea, a plate of fresh-baked macaroons, and the latest gossip. Although bullets of cold rain pelted the windows overlooking my waterlogged back garden, the warm oven kept the kitchen cozy.


It had been ages since Emma and I had sat down together for a good old-fashioned natter, because Emma’s busy schedule usually kept her from sitting down at all. When she wasn’t giving lessons to aspiring equestrians at the Anscombe Riding Center, she was tending to her large vegetable garden, or bottling the fruits thereof, or designing Web sites for demanding clients, or supervising endless repairs and improvements at Anscombe Manor, the venerable home she shared with her husband, Derek.


I’d been utterly delighted when the rotten weather and a burning desire to get away from her endless chores had driven her to my cottage for a cup of tea and a bucket of gossip. Talk of Annelise’s wedding had led naturally to speculation about Kit and Nell’s. The latter was, unfortunately, a very familiar topic, one we’d hashed and rehashed many times before.


“I know you told me that they wouldn’t elope,” I said. “What I can’t figure out is why. Why hasn’t Kit proposed? Why hasn’t he thrown Nell over his saddle and run away with her? He and Nell are a match made in heaven. Everyone knows it, including Kit. What’s holding him back?”


“He says it’s the age thing,” said Emma.


“What’s age got to do with it?” I demanded impatiently. “Okay, so Kit’s a little older than Nell—”


“Kit’s twice as old as Nell,” Emma interjected. “Nell’s eighteen and Kit’s thirty-six.”


“So what?” I retorted. “You know as well as I do that Nell’s always been old for her age. The important thing is that she loves Kit and she’ll never love anyone but Kit. Princes proposed to her when she was at the Sorbonne, but she turned them down because they weren’t Kit. You’d think he’d get the message.”


“I think it’s none of our business,” Emma said quietly.


I clucked my tongue disdainfully and wondered, not for the first time, how two such disparate personalities could get along so well. Where Emma was calm and analytical, I was hotheaded and intuitive. Her reserved approach to matters of the heart was as alien to me as my passionate approach was to her, but it never seemed to matter. Ours was a classic case of opposites attracting.


“Of course it’s our business,” I protested. “Kit’s one of our dearest friends. He’ll be miserable for the rest of his life if he doesn’t marry Nell, and we can’t allow a friend to make himself miserable.” I thumped a fist on the kitchen table, rattling the teacups. “It’s up to us to see to it that he makes the right decision.”


“No, Lori, it’s not up to us,” Emma said evenly. “It’s up to Kit.”


I was about to accuse her—in a friendly way—of being cold-blooded, cowardly, and disgracefully rational when the telephone rang. I threw Emma a disgusted look as I got up to answer it, but all thoughts of her perfidy were driven from my mind when I heard the terrible voice on the other end.


“Yes,” I said into the phone. “Yes, I understand…. Ten o’clock tomorrow morning?…Yes, we’ll both be there. Good-bye.”


My hand trembled as I hung up the telephone, but a wave of protectiveness steadied me as I glanced at a framed photograph on the kitchen wall. It was a photograph of my sons.


Will and Rob were identical twins, blessed with their father’s velvety dark brown eyes as well as his sweet nature. When asked their age, they proudly replied that they were “five-and-a-half-nearly six,” but they were so tall and strong that most strangers thought they were older. To me they were still babes in arms, far too young to face the rigors of the cold, uncaring world beyond the cottage.


We never should have let them start school, I thought bitterly, scowling at my reflection in the photograph. We should have tutored them at home.


Home was a honey-colored stone cottage near the tiny village of Finch, in the Cotswolds, a region of rolling hills and patchwork fields in England’s West Midlands. Although Bill and I were Americans, we’d lived in England long enough to feel like honorary natives. Bill ran the European branch of his family’s illustrious law firm from a high-tech office in Finch, I played an active role in village affairs, and we both believed firmly that we’d found the perfect place to raise our children. Finch was small, safe, and familiar. I couldn’t for the life of me remember why we’d sent the twins farther afield, but I knew exactly how to rectify our mistake.


“Lori?” said Emma, looking up at me with concern. “What is it?”


I brushed my fingertips across the photograph, returned to my seat at the kitchen table, and announced solemnly, “It’s the twins. Bill and I have to withdraw them from Morningside.”


Emma didn’t seem to be shaken by the news. She paused to sip her tea before asking, “Why do you have to withdraw the boys from Morningside?”


“Because I can’t allow our sons to attend a school run by such a creepy woman,” I replied.


“Miss Archer isn’t creepy,” Emma said.


“Yes, she is,” I insisted. “The pale skin, the slick red hair, the way she stares at you over those half-glasses…She looks as though she rolls out of her coffin every morning, looking for fresh blood to drink. She’s scary.”


Emma nibbled delicately at the edge of a macaroon. “Remind me, Lori,” she said. “Why did you and Bill enroll your five-year-old sons in a school run by a creepy, scary woman who looks like she drinks blood and sleeps in a coffin?”


“Because we were distracted,” I answered firmly. “We were so impressed by Morningside’s friendly teachers and cheerful classrooms that we forgot about its creepy headmistress.” I drummed my fingers nervously on the table. “I bet she comes from Transylvania.”


“Of course she does,” Emma said dryly. “Penelope Elizabeth Archer is clearly an old Transylvanian name.”


“She could have changed her name,” I pointed out.


“As well as everything else in her CV?” Emma’s nostrils flared—a sure sign that she was losing patience—but her voice remained calm. “I give riding lessons to a half dozen Morningside students, Lori. Their parents talk about Miss Archer all the time. She was born in Warwickshire, she has multiple degrees from Oxford, and everyone agrees that she’s a marvelous headmistress—a highly intelligent woman who’s devoted her life to children.”


“Yeah,” I muttered. “The children of the night.”


“Oh, for pity’s sake,” Emma said, her patience snapping. “Will you please stop tapping the table? I can’t talk to you when you’re fidgeting.”


I folded my arms and eyed her pugnaciously.


“You’ve been trying to withdraw the boys from Morningside ever since you and Bill enrolled them there,” she went on. “First you were afraid that they’d catch the flu from their classmates, then the measles, then head lice, then fleas. Last week you were worried about them running out of the school yard and being hit by a car. The week before that, you were afraid that a train carrying chlorine gas would derail in Upper Deeping and poison all the children. Now you tell me that your sons’ headmistress is a bloodsucking fiend! What’s next? Aliens? Leprosy? Unprovoked rhinoceros attacks?”


“Is it wrong for a mother to worry about her children?” I asked.


“You’re not worried,” said Emma. “You’re hysterical. You’re so obsessed with worst-case scenarios that you’re neglecting your volunteer activities. You haven’t been to the hospital in Oxford once since the boys started school. Why?”


“It’s too far away,” I said. “If something happened at the school—”


“You see?” said Emma. “You’re out of control. You’re also missing a very important point: The boys are flourishing at Morningside. They love their teacher and their classmates and all their little projects. They love going to school almost as much as they love spending time at the stables.”


“I know,” I acknowledged gloomily.


“Then why are you constantly looking for excuses to keep them at home?” Emma demanded. “I could understand it if you’d packed the twins off to boarding school, but you haven’t. They attend afternoon sessions for a few hours a day, five days a week, and they’re as happy as I’ve ever seen them. Why can’t you be happy for them?”


“Will and Rob may be happy with the school,” I replied bleakly, “but evidently the school isn’t happy with them.”


Emma squinted at me uncomprehendingly.


“The telephone call was from Miss Archer,” I explained. “She wants me and Bill to meet with her at the school tomorrow morning at ten o’clock. Why would she summon us to her office on a Wednesday morning if everything’s hunky-dory?”


“To tell you how wonderful your sons are?” Emma ventured. “How well liked they are? What a credit they are to the school?”


“She could have done that on parents’ day,” I said.


“Maybe she doesn’t want to make the other parents jealous,” Emma suggested.


“Maybe she can’t handle Will and Rob,” I countered. “You know how energetic they are, Emma. They’ve probably broken every rule in the book out of sheer exuberance.” I hunched forward and chewed a thumbnail anxiously. “Miss Archer probably wants to lecture us on the boys’ home life because she thinks we’ve spawned a pair of unteachable delinquents.”


“Your sons are neither unteachable nor delinquent,” Emma said. “Rob and Will may be high-spirited, but they’re perfectly well behaved. Heaven knows you’ve worked hard enough to teach them good manners.”


I snorted derisively. “Have you forgotten the incident at the village shop? When the boys read those racy tabloid headlines out loud to the visiting bishop? I thought the poor man would never stop blushing.”


“Will and Rob were barely four years old at the time,” Emma reminded me. “The bishop was impressed by their reading skills.”


“I’ll bet he’s still blushing,” I muttered.


“In any case,” Emma continued, disregarding my comment, “I doubt that they leave tabloids lying around at Morningside for the children to read.”


“All right,” I conceded, “but maybe the boys have been using the naughty language they learned when we were in Colorado last summer. Bill and I talked to them about it, but they could have slipped up.” I buried my face in my hands. “Miss Archer probably thinks Bill and I swear our heads off at home.”


“Which you don’t,” said Emma. “You set a good example for the twins. They learned the naughty language by accident, and if they slip up once in a while, I’m sure their teacher can handle it without going to the headmistress.” She reached over to pull my hands away from my face and peered at me encouragingly. “You’ll see, Lori. Everything will be fine.”


“Will it?” I asked hopelessly.


“Of course it will,” Emma soothed. “I’m sure Miss Archer simply wants to give you a personal update on the boys’ progress, or ask you to volunteer for a committee, or explain how badly her school needs private donations. She’s just doing her job, Lori, and her job does not involve getting hysterical over a few swear words any more than it involves drinking her students’ blood.”


I wanted Emma to be right. I wanted to believe that Miss Archer had called me and Bill in for a routine meeting about committees and donations, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of dread that had filled me ever since I’d spoken with her on the telephone.


“You didn’t take the call,” I said, shuddering. “You didn’t hear Miss Archer’s voice. She sounded…terrifying.”


“Terrifying?” Emma studied me in mystified silence for a moment, then sat back, nodded, and said knowingly, “Oh. I get it.”


I regarded her warily. “What do you get?”


“I get why you’re afraid of Miss Archer,” said Emma.


“I’m not afraid of Miss Archer,” I lied.


“Yes, you are,” said Emma. “You’re so afraid of her that you’d rather yank the boys out of school than go to a meeting with her. And I know why.” A smug grin spread over my best friend’s face. “It’s because of your mother.”


“What about my mother?” I asked, taken aback.


“Your mother wasn’t just your mother,” she replied, with an air of triumph. “Your mother was also a schoolteacher. Even though she’s been dead and gone for nearly ten years—God rest her soul—you’re still afraid of what she’ll do when she finds out that you’ve been called to the principal’s office.”


In an instant I was transported back through time to the nightmarish afternoon when my eleven-year-old self had perched forlornly on the hard wooden chair in Mr. Shackleford’s office while my mother listened gravely to the list of charges he’d drawn up against me: running in the hallway, passing notes during class, and, worst of all, talking back to a teacher. The journey home afterward had been one of the longest in recorded history. My mother hadn’t shouted. She hadn’t scolded. She hadn’t said a single word until we were inside our apartment, when she’d said, quietly and crisply, “I don’t ever want to see you in Mr. Shackleford’s office again.”


She never did.


“Am I right?” Emma asked.


Her question jerked me back to the present. I looked down at the table and nodded.


“I only went to the principal’s office once,” I confessed shamefacedly, “but it was worse than going to the dentist’s.”


“Did your principal have red hair and half-glasses?” Emma inquired.


“No,” I said, picturing Mr. Shackleford. “He had wavy black hair and he didn’t wear glasses.”


“But he was terrifying?” said Emma.


“He was the principal, for Pete’s sake,” I snapped. “Isn’t that terrifying enough?”


“To a child perhaps,” Emma said sternly. “But you’re not a child, Lori. You’re a grown woman with children of your own. You should be over your fear of principals—and headmistresses—by now.”


“I guess I should,” I mumbled, avoiding Emma’s eyes.


“Your fear will infect the boys if you’re not careful,” she warned. “In fact, if I were you, I wouldn’t even mention the meeting to Will or Rob. After all, it may have nothing to do with them.”


“I wish I had your confidence,” I said, slumping back in my chair, “but I still think the twins are in trouble.”


The sound of someone opening the front door came to us from the hallway, followed by a rush of cold air and my husband’s voice calling, “Lori? I hope you have the kettle boiling, because I’m chilled to the bone.”


“One pot of piping hot tea, coming up!” I called back, and looked at Emma in amazement. “Will wonders never cease? He must have decided to knock off work early for a change.”


“The furnace broke down at the office!” Bill hollered. “Mr. Barlow will fix it, but until he does, I’m working from home.”


“I should have known,” I said to Emma, with a sigh. “Bill never knocks off work early.”


“Speaking of work,” she said, standing, “I’d better get back to mine. Thanks for the tea break, though. I needed it. And don’t tie yourself in knots about tomorrow. I’m sure everything will be fine.”


I shrugged noncommittally and busied myself with making a fresh pot of tea for my chilled husband. Emma paused to chat with him in the front hall while she put on her rain jacket and he divested himself of his. I couldn’t quite catch what they were saying, but I heard a short burst of muffled laughter before Emma let herself out the front door.


A moment later Bill strode into the kitchen, rubbing his hands together. The brisk wind had reddened his handsome face, and raindrops glistened in his dark brown hair. As he took a seat at the kitchen table, he gazed at me so lovingly that I couldn’t bring myself to break the bad news to him right away.


“Your tea will be ready in a minute,” I told him. “Have a macaroon while you’re waiting.”


“Don’t mind if I do,” he said. He helped himself to a handful of macaroons, turned his soulful eyes toward me, and said, with the merest hint of a smirk, “I don’t know why you’re worried about the meeting tomorrow, Lori. I’m sure Miss Archer won’t make you stay after school.”


I felt myself blush crimson as the reason for the muffled laughter dawned on me.


“I’ll kill Emma,” I growled.


“Or clean the blackboards,” Bill went on, snorting with laughter. “Or write a hundred times, ‘I must not accuse my headmistress of sinking her fangs into my classmates’ necks.’”


I gave him such a scathing look that he suspended his comic monologue, but he continued to chortle merrily to himself through the rest of the afternoon and on into the evening. Although he agreed not to mention the meeting to the boys, he was still having fits of the giggles when we climbed into bed. By then I was ready to throttle him.


“I’m warning you,” I said crossly, sitting up in bed and shaking a fist at him. “If you say one word to Miss Archer about vampires, you’re toast.”


“Your vish is my command, dahlink.” With a fiendish laugh, Bill seized my fist and covered it with kisses.


I fell back on my pillows and groaned. If Miss Archer wasn’t concerned about the boys’ home life already, I told myself, she would be after she met Count Bill.










Two




Bill dropped his faux-Transylvanian accent before he left the bedroom the following morning, but he picked it up again as soon as Annelise had taken Will and Rob to Anscombe Manor for their riding lessons. After they’d gone, I spent a gruesome hour in the kitchen, listening to Bill deliver such gems as, “I vant to drink your…tea” and “I vill have my bacon…rare” before fleeing back upstairs to dress.


I was afraid Count Bill would never go away, but my husband knew better than to push a joke too far. He slipped into his suave, international-lawyer persona the minute we got into his Mercedes and didn’t utter a single “vill” or “vant” all the way to Upper Deeping, the busy market town in which Morningside School was located.


The rain had tapered off during the night, but a chill mist clung to Upper Deeping’s sidewalks, and the sky was as gray and leaden as my mood. My husband’s apparent willingness to take the situation seriously should have heartened me, but I was beyond heartening. I’d spent half the night imagining the myriad ways in which a pair of energetic and intelligent five-year-olds could aggravate a humorless headmistress. By the time Bill parked the car in the school’s small parking lot, I was a nervous wreck.


“Cheer up,” he said as we got out of the car. “It’s not as if you’re going to the dentist’s.”


“The dentist is looking real good to me right now,” I muttered dismally.


We made our way to the school’s front entrance, where Ted, the security guard, checked our IDs before handing us off to Mrs. Findle, Miss Archer’s stout, gray-haired personal assistant. Mrs. Findle never discussed her boss’s business with a parent, so she and Bill exchanged innocuous remarks about the weather while she relieved us of our raincoats and escorted us down the long, echoing corridor to the forbidding double doors at the far end.


I was too jittery to join in the conversation. Although I’d dressed with particular care—in cashmere, Harris tweed, and classic pearls—the closer we got to those double doors, the more I felt like a guilt-ridden eleven-year-old with scraggly braids, scabby knees, and dirty elbows. Half of my brain remembered that I was a responsible adult, but the other half was wishing that I hadn’t blown all those spitballs at Corky Campbell in the fifth grade. My legs were actually shaking when Mrs. Findle opened the double doors and ushered us into Miss Archer’s office.


As far as I was concerned, Miss Archer’s office was as creepy as she was. Whereas the rest of Morningside was decorated in gay primary colors, the headmistress’s inner sanctum reflected the somber taste of the school’s Victorian founder. In my opinion, the funereal furnishings and heavy drapes served only to accentuate the unhealthy pallor of the present headmistress’s complexion and the unnatural glossiness of her tightly bound cherry-red hair.


After greeting us perfunctorily and motioning us to a pair of disturbingly familiar hard wooden chairs, Miss Archer resumed her seat behind her mahogany desk, smoothed her gray wool skirt, and began leafing through the pages in a file folder that lay open before her.


While she leafed, Bill sat back in his chair, relaxed and politely attentive. I, on the other hand, perched rigidly on the edge of mine, braced for a scolding. Old habits die hard.


An eternity seemed to pass before Miss Archer closed the folder, placed her hands on top of it, and fixed us with a penetrating stare over her black-framed half-glasses.


“I apologize for asking you to see me at such short notice, and on a workday,” she began, “but a situation has arisen that requires your immediate attention.” She removed her glasses, laid them on the desk, and folded her hands. “I believe you are acquainted with Louisa Lawrence.”


Bill nodded. “We met Mrs. Lawrence and her husband last month, at parents’ day. Their little girl, Matilda, is in our sons’ class.”


“Indeed, she is,” Miss Archer said gravely.


I shrank back in my chair, wondering what on earth the twins had done to little Matilda Lawrence.


“I received a rather disturbing telephone call from Mrs. Lawrence yesterday,” Miss Archer continued. “She informed me that Matilda has been having nightmares ever since she started school. It wasn’t until the small hours of Tuesday morning that Mrs. Lawrence was able to ascertain the cause of Matilda’s most recent nightmare.”


“And the cause is…?” Bill prompted.


“Your sons,” Miss Archer replied succinctly.


“Will and Rob have been giving a little girl nightmares?” I said, aghast. “How?”


Miss Archer pursed her lips. “Before I answer, let me say first that no one appreciates creativity more than I. The curriculum at Morningside School is designed, in part, to nurture the creativity inherent in every child. There comes a time, however, when the creative imagination must be reined in.”


“I see,” said Bill, cleverly refusing to agree or disagree with Miss Archer until he’d heard specific details. My husband was a good lawyer.


“I am also cognizant of the fact that certain children have difficulty adjusting to school,” Miss Archer went on. “The new setting, the new playmates, and the new routine can create a sense of disorientation that can lead particular children to act out in troublesome ways.”


I wrung my hands nervously, wishing Miss Archer would come to the point. I didn’t want to hear a speech about child psychology. I wanted to know exactly what my sons had done to join the ranks of Morningside’s maladjusted troublemakers. Bill evidently felt the same way.


“I don’t mean to rush you, Miss Archer,” he said, crossing his legs nonchalantly, “but I’d appreciate it if you’d answer my wife’s question. In what way are Rob and Will responsible for Matilda Lawrence’s nightmares?”


“Matilda Lawrence is not their only victim,” Miss Archer informed us, tapping the file folder with a rigid index finger. “I spoke with your sons’ teacher yesterday. Miss Brightman confirmed that Will and Rob have frightened several of their fellow pupils.”


“How?” I reiterated.


“Your sons have concocted a number of stories that can only be described as lurid,” Miss Archer answered at last, her lip curling in distaste. “They have shared these stories with their fellow pupils, some of whom are quite impressionable. When challenged by Miss Brightman, your sons have insisted that the stories are true.” Miss Archer tilted her head to one side. “While I do, to a certain extent, admire your sons’ inventiveness, I am as dismayed by their inability to tell fact from fiction as I am by their willingness to repeatedly terrorize their classmates.”


My nervousness fell away as my hackles rose. I would have held my tongue if Miss Archer had accused Will and Rob of disorderly conduct, but no one—not even a well-respected headmistress who scared the bejesus out of me—could accuse my sons of lying and get away with it. My boys were always truthful.


I squared my shoulders and gave her a look that should have made her duck for cover. “Are you suggesting that my sons are liars?”


“I’m not merely suggesting it,” she responded. “I’m stating it plainly.”


Bill must have realized that Miss Archer was treading on thin ice, because he put a restraining hand on my arm.


“An interesting statement, Miss Archer,” he said quickly. “Do you have evidence to support it? Perhaps you can give us an example of the sort of story Will and Rob have been telling their classmates.”


“I fully intend to,” said Miss Archer. “Thanks to Miss Brightman, I can recount the stories quite accurately.” She put on her glasses and opened the file folder. After referring to her notes, she regarded us skeptically. “In one tale a so-called bad man drags your sons from a castle on a faraway island and attempts to throw them into the sea during a tumultuous thunderstorm.” She shook her head disapprovingly. “Now, really—”


“Ha,” I interrupted, with icy disdain. “Will and Rob didn’t invent that story. It’s absolutely true. It happened less than a year ago, up in Scotland, and there was nothing ‘so-called’ about the bad man. The lunatic shot me in the shoulder at point-blank range.” I leaned toward her. “Would you like to see the scar?”


Miss Archer peered at me over her half-glasses. “I…I beg your pardon?”


“We had a run-in with a stalker last April,” Bill explained, adding helpfully, “It was written up in the Times.”


“Yet you didn’t see fit to mention it to me when we discussed your sons’ home life?” Miss Archer said, gazing at us in disbelief.


“It wasn’t part of their home life,” I said defensively. “It’s not the sort of thing that happens every day.”


“I should hope not.” Miss Archer blinked owlishly at us, then looked down at her notes and soldiered on. “Your sons also claim that an invisible man taught them how to curse.”


“Also true,” I confirmed. “The man wasn’t really invisible, of course, but Will and Rob couldn’t see him because he was tunneling underneath their floorboards. They could hear his voice, though, and he was a foul-mouthed old coot.”


“A…a foul-mouthed old coot was tunneling beneath your sons’ floorboards?” Miss Archer said, her eyes widening.


“Actually, he was using a tunnel that was already there,” I told her brightly. “It happened in an old mining district in Colorado, where we spent the summer, so he had a lot of mine shafts to choose from.”


“Naturally.” Miss Archer clasped her hands and tapped the tips of her thumbs together. “I can only presume that since the tunneling incident happened overseas, you didn’t consider it worth noting either when we discussed the boys’ home life.”


“Correct,” I acknowledged. “Besides, you didn’t ask us about our summer vacation.”


“Rest assured, I shall do so from now on.” Miss Archer cleared her throat and turned a page in the file folder. “And the story about the mountain exploding in the dead of night? Is it true as well?”


“It is,” I assured her. “There are court records to prove it, though you’d have to go to Colorado to find them.”


“My word,” Miss Archer said. “What colorful lives you lead.” She looked from me to Bill, then said, almost pleadingly, “But the story about the vampire can’t possibly be true.” She hesitated. “Can it?”


“V-vampire?” I stammered, brought up short. “The boys told a story about a vampire? How could they? We’ve never met one.”


“I can’t tell you how relieved I am to hear it,” said Miss Archer, raising a limp hand to her brow. “Most experts agree that vampires are imaginary creatures, but with your…er, dramatic history, it seemed almost possible…” Her words trailed off into silence.


I stared in puzzlement at a point just above Miss Archer’s left shoulder until a sudden flash of insight told me who must have put the idea of vampires into the twins’ heads. I shot an accusatory glance in Bill’s direction—only to find him glaring accusingly at me. It was transparently clear that he suspected me of telling the boys about bloodsucking headmistresses, just as I suspected him of practicing his Count Bill routine in front of them. He raised an eyebrow to signal that we’d discuss our mutual suspicions later, then turned a look of innocent perplexity on Miss Archer.


“I’m afraid we’re unfamiliar with the vampire tale,” he said. “What have our sons been saying?”


“They claim to have seen one,” Miss Archer replied.


“Where?” I asked. “When?”


Miss Archer glanced down at her notes. “They explained to Miss Brightman that a vampire appeared to them while they were riding their ponies at the Anscombe Riding Center. They didn’t mention a specific time or date.” She flipped a page over, then looked at us. “According to Mrs. Lawrence, however, Matilda suffered her first vampire nightmare on Monday night, so I assume that the story is a relatively new one.”


“We’ll look into it,” Bill told Miss Archer. “As for the other stories—”


“We won’t ask the boys to lie,” I declared adamantly. “Our sons can’t help it if they’ve faced more scary situations than the average child. Believe me, we wish they hadn’t.”


“Surely it’s good for them to talk about it,” Bill chimed in.


To my surprise, Miss Archer nodded.


“I concur,” she said. “Will and Rob must be allowed to process their traumatic experiences in whatever way suits them best.”


“Would you like us to keep them home from school this afternoon?” Bill inquired.


“Not at all,” said Miss Archer. “I don’t wish to upset their routine. I will, however, ensure that Miss Brightman curtails any storytelling in which they might engage today.” She removed her glasses and gazed thoughtfully into the middle distance. “It would be helpful if you would discuss the true stories—that is, the stories that do not involve vampires—with Miss Brightman at some point in the near future. She would then be able to discuss them with the class as a whole, in a way that might alleviate the other children’s fears.” She bent her head toward Bill. “May Miss Brightman contact you?”


“I look forward to her call,” said Bill. “In the meantime please extend our sincere apologies to Mrs. Lawrence. Tell her that our sons never meant to give Matilda or any other child nightmares.”


“I will,” said Miss Archer. “Once I’ve described your sons’…er, unusual experiences to her, I’m sure she’ll understand. I hope that you, in turn, will accept my apology for making assumptions I had no right to make. In light of what you’ve told me today, your sons are astonishingly well adjusted.”


“They’re good boys,” I agreed.


“We’ll have a serious talk with them tonight,” Bill promised. “And we’ll keep you and Miss Brightman informed on the vampire situation.”


“Thank you,” said Miss Archer.


She pressed a buzzer on her desk, and Mrs. Findle entered the office, carrying our raincoats. We took them from her, said good-bye to Miss Archer, and headed for the door, but before we reached it, the headmistress spoke again.


“As a matter of curiosity,” she said, “what do your sons want to be when they grow up?”


I grinned. “At the moment, they want to be horses.”


“Oh, no.” Miss Archer shook her head. “With so much good material to choose from, they’re bound to be bestselling novelists.”


A glimmer of amusement lit Miss Archer’s creepy eyes as she closed the file folder. I shuddered and escaped into the corridor.









Three



“I wonder where our sons heard about vampires?” I mused aloud as we drove back to the cottage.

“Don’t look at me,” said Bill. “I’ve never mentioned the v-word in their presence.” He gave me a sidelong glance. “What about you?”

“Not so much as a syllable,” I replied, and when he pursed his lips doubtfully, I protested. “Credit me with some sense, Bill. I’ve never criticized Miss Archer in front of them. I certainly haven’t told them that she reminds me of a bloodsucking fiend. Are you sure you haven’t been entertaining them with your cheesy Dracula act?”

“Vhy vould I?” said Bill. “It is for your ears only, my dahlink.”

“Hilarious,” I said grimly.

“Come on, Lori,” Bill cajoled, “you have to admit that it’s at least a little bit funny. Our sons, the fearless vampire hunters.” He shook his head, chuckling. “I’m with Miss Archer. I admire their inventiveness.”

“I will, too, once I’m sure they made it all up,” I said.

“Well, of course they made it up,” said Bill. “They ran out of true stories to tell, so they manufactured a thrilling tale to impress their friends.”

“Is that what you think of our sons?” I asked, scandalized. “That they’re a pair of lying show-offs?”

“I think our sons are perfectly normal little boys who are learning how to get along with other children,” Bill said calmly. “They’re bound to make mistakes now and them. How else will they learn what’s right?”

“We’ll tell them,” I said resolutely. “There won’t be time for a proper talk after lunch, so we’ll sit them down after dinner, when we have their full attention. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” said Bill.

“I just hope Miss Brightman can keep them from spooking their classmates this afternoon,” I said. “You may think the whole thing’s a big joke, but I don’t want any more Matilda Lawrences on my conscience.”

“Nor do I,” said Bill, patting my knee.

I reviewed the situation in silence for a moment, then burst out plaintively, “Why haven’t the twins told us about the vampire?”

“Maybe they didn’t want to scare us,” Bill reasoned. “Or maybe they’ve gotten so used to strange things happening that they didn’t think a vampire sighting was worth mentioning.”

“Oh, Bill,” I moaned. “Our poor babies. What have we done to them?”

“We haven’t done anything to them,” Bill stated firmly. “Except make them strong enough to cope with situations that give other children nightmares.”

I took some consolation from his words, but as we cruised through the mist-shrouded countryside, I couldn’t help wishing that Will and Rob didn’t have to be quite so strong.

 

The rest of the day passed in a typical blur of activity. After lunch, Annelise whisked the boys off to school, I attended a Guy Fawkes Day committee meeting at the village hall, and Bill juggled paperwork, phone calls, and e-mail at the cottage while Mr. Barlow, the local handyman, attempted to repair the malfunctioning furnace at the office in Finch.

Due to a lengthy debate as to whether the Guy Fawkes Day bonfire should be moved from its traditional location on the village green to a new spot nearer the church—a debate that was entirely pointless, because Finch’s traditionalists always won—I returned to the cottage much later than I’d expected. By the time I got there, the twins were already home from school and playing with their train set in the solarium.

After calling a quick hello to Bill, who was sharing desk space in the study with a deeply contented Stanley, I put a roast into the oven, set the kitchen table for dinner, and went looking for Annelise. I found her upstairs, in the boys’ room, folding clean laundry and putting it away. While she sorted socks, I filled her in on our meeting with Miss Archer.

Annelise usually knew everything that was going on in the twins’ lives, but the vampire story came as a complete surprise to her.

“I’ve never discussed vampires with them,” she assured me, “or werewolves or banshees, for that matter. But childhood’s filled with terrors,” she went on matter-of-factly. “The bogeyman under the bed, the goblin in the garden…The boys were bound to hear about vampires sooner or later. Very popular these days, vampires.”

“Not in this house,” I declared. “I don’t want Will and Rob filling their heads with ghoulish nonsense.”

“I don’t know if you can stop them,” said Annelise. “They’re out in the world now, Lori. They’re going to hear all sorts of things they don’t hear at home. The best we can do is help them to sort out the truth from the nonsense.”

“That’s exactly what we’re going to do after dinner,” I said. “And by ‘we’ I mean all of us. I want you to be there, too. We have to present a united front on this issue.”

“You can count on me,” said Annelise.

“I always do,” I said, and returned to the kitchen to cut up vegetables to put in with the roast.

 

After dinner, Annelise took the twins upstairs for their baths, then settled them in the living room with crayons and drawing paper. Bill and I spent their bath time in the kitchen, clearing the table and devising a game plan for the big talk. We decided that I would start the ball rolling and Bill would follow my lead.

We entered the living room to find Will and Rob kneeling at the coffee table, drawing pictures of their favorite subjects—their gray ponies, Thunder and Storm. Annelise sat quietly by the fire, reading a novel, but she closed the book and set it aside when we came in.

Bill had to evict Stanley from his armchair before he could take possession of it. As usual, Stanley waited until Bill was seated comfortably, then leapt gracefully into his lap, where he curled into a purring black ball. I sat on the chintz sofa, facing the boys across the coffee table.

“Daddy and I were at your school this morning,” I said to them. “We had a little chat with Miss Archer. She told us that you’ve been telling stories to the other children at school.”

“Uh-huh,” Will agreed, adding strands to Thunder’s tail.

“Daddy and I know that most of your stories are true,” I said, “but we wanted to ask you about one of them.”

“Okay,” Rob said equably.

“Did you…” I looked uncertainly at Bill, who gave me a supportive thumbs-up, and then I got down to the business at hand. “Have you been telling your school friends that you saw a vampire at Anscombe Manor?”

“Yes,” said Will as he filled out Thunder’s mane. “We saw Rendor, the Destroyer of Souls.”

I don’t know if Bill’s jaw dropped, but mine did, almost to my knees.

“You saw who?” I asked, sitting bolt upright.

“‘Whom,’” Bill corrected automatically.

“Oh, Lord,” said Annelise with a tired sigh. “I should have guessed.”

I turned to her, round-eyed, wondering what she should have guessed.

“It’s a comic book,” she explained, reading the question in my eyes. “Or a graphic novel, as they’re called nowadays. Rendor, the Destroyer of Souls. I’ve seen it at the bookstore in Upper Deeping. It’s not meant for young children.” She turned her attention to the twins. “Did someone bring a comic book to school, Rob?”

“Uh-huh.” He looked over his shoulder at her. “Clive Pickle did, but it’s Nigel’s comic.”

“Who’s Nigel?” I asked.

“Clive Pickle’s big brother,” Rob replied, sitting back on his heels. “He’s at university. Clive goes into his room and takes his things when he’s away.”

I made a mental note to telephone Mrs. Pickle in the morning and ask her to put Nigel’s belongings under lock and key, then began the painstaking task of piecing the boys’ story together.

According to them, Clive Pickle had sneaked his older brother’s comic book out of the house and brought it to school several times over the past few weeks. He’d shown it freely to his pals, but he’d been clever enough to conceal it from Miss Brightman and every other adult at Morningside.

Rob and Will had regarded the comic as just another kind of storybook until they’d seen the Destroyer of Souls with their own eyes. They insisted that they’d seen Rendor in the flesh, lurking in the woods above Anscombe Manor, during their most recent trail ride.

“That would have been on Sunday,” Annelise deduced. “Kit took them on a trail ride after church.”

Kit Smith, the stable master at Anscombe Manor, was the boys’ riding instructor as well as their trail guide.

“Clive Pickle said we didn’t see Rendor,” Will told us darkly, “but we did.”

Further questioning revealed that Clive had made his accusation on Monday and that the twins had argued the point with him in the presence of several other children, including the highly impressionable Matilda Lawrence, who, Bill and I knew, had relayed the boys’ eyewitness report to her mother after awakening from a nightmare in the wee hours of Tuesday morning.

“Did you tell Uncle Kit that you’d seen Rendor?” Bill asked.

“Uh-huh.” Rob shrugged. “He didn’t believe us.”

“He said we saw a tree,” Will clarified.

“But it was Rendor,” Rob concluded placidly. “He swooped.”

“Swooped?” Bill said.

“Like this.” Rob pulled an afghan from the sofa, wrapped it around his shoulders, and twirled in a half circle toward Annelise. The afghan swirled around him.

“Then he turned into a lot of little bats and flew away.” Rob let the afghan fall to the floor and returned to the coffee table.

I gazed in fascination from his face to Will’s. “Weren’t you afraid?”

“No,” answered Will nonchalantly. “We were on Thunder and Storm.”

“They’re faster than bats,” Rob explained.

Bill stroked Stanley’s sleek black fur for a moment, then asked, “What did Rendor look like, boys? Can you draw a picture of him?”

Will obligingly pulled a clean sheet of drawing paper from the pile on the coffee table and picked up a black crayon. Five minutes and several crayons later, he presented us with a portrait that had, I suspected, been strongly influenced by the illustrations he’d seen in Clive Pickle’s comic book.

The bone-thin figure had bloodred lips and canines like stalactites. Its face was deathly pale, and it wore a voluminous black cloak with a crimson lining. A cloud of tiny bats hovered around its grotesque head, and a lightning bolt split the sky above it. Although the drawing was primitive, it was powerful enough to give me nightmares.

A moment of silence ensued while the grown-ups in the room pondered their next move.

Finally Bill dislodged Stanley from his lap and motioned for the boys to come to him. After they’d climbed into his lap, he put his arms around them and explained gently but firmly that Rendor wasn’t real, that he was a make-believe character in a very silly book, and that Uncle Kit had been right to tell them that they’d mistaken a shadow for a vampire because vampires did not exist. Bill repeated the last point several times, to emphasize its importance.

He concluded his fatherly lecture by asking, “Do you both understand what I’ve told you?”

“Yes,” said Will, nodding.

“Vampires are make-believe,” Rob confirmed.

“But we saw one,” added Will.

Bill sighed but responded patiently, “You saw something that looked like a vampire, boys. If you see something else that looks like a vampire, I want you to tell Mummy and Annelise and me about it. I don’t want you to tell the kids at school.”

Will frowned slightly. “But, Daddy, we—”

Bill cut him off. “Listen to me, sons. Some of your new friends are afraid of make-believe monsters. It’s not nice to frighten people. You don’t want to scare your friends, do you?”

“No, Daddy,” the boys chorused.

“I want you to promise me you won’t tell anyone at school that you saw a vampire,” Bill said gravely. “Not even Clive Pickle.”

The twins hesitated, as though the thought of letting Clive Pickle have the last word on vampires weighed heavily on them, but finally gave in.

“Okay, Daddy,” said Rob. “We promise.”

“And you’ll tell one of us”—Bill touched his chest, then gestured to me and Annelise—“the next time you see someone that looks like Rendor?”

“Okay, Daddy,” said Will.

“Good boys.” Bill pulled Will and Rob into hugs, then set them on their feet. “Time for bed, cowpokes. I can’t come up with you because I have a few telephone calls to make, but I’ll see you in the morning.”

“G’night, Daddy,” the twins said, and trotted toward the stairs.

While Annelise folded the afghan and tidied away the drawing materials on the coffee table, Bill headed for the study and I went up to tuck the boys in bed. Much to my relief, they expressed no interest whatsoever in discussing vampires, preferring instead to hear a chapter from Brighty of the Grand Canyon as a bedtime story. I’d have read the whole book to them if they’d asked. To my mind, Brighty, the brave and kindly mule, was the perfect antidote to Rendor, the Destroyer of Souls.
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