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			Chapter One

			God only knows how it all began. After all the searching and seeking, the rational debate and wild, intuitive guessing. I’m not sure we really arrived at the truth. If there is such a thing as truth. We poor humans are so imprisoned in narrow boundaries of space and time, so confined by five meager senses. We are like ants, running frantically back and forth on meaningless errands that consume our years, taking a few square inches of earth for a universe.

			Father Stephen would say that God had nothing to do with it. In the early centuries of the Church he’d have been excommunicated for the error of Manichaeism. That’s one of your classic, recognized heresies—the idea that the powers of good and evil are equal in strength, waging an unending war for the salvation or damnation of the world. His God is an aristocratic, bearded old gentleman in a nightshirt, and the Other One is a cross between Milton’s lofty, tormented dark spirit and a Hallowe’en devil with horns, tail, and pitchfork.

			Father Stephen believes that he and the old gentleman in the nightshirt won this fight. Bea agrees with his general premise, but takes a little of the credit to herself. Roger thinks he won, by strictly logical, rational methods. Me? I got away. That’s not victory, that’s strategic retreat. He who fights and runs away . . . But I won’t be back to fight another day. At least not on that battlefield.

			If I didn’t exactly lose, I certainly didn’t win. My adversary is still there, undefeated, strong as ever. The winter storms have come and gone, and the house still stands. It has endured worse—fires and floods, siege and invasion, enemies internal and external—for a thousand years; and I have no doubt it will still be standing a thousand years from now, when the slender silver ships pierce the sky on their journeys to the stars. Who will be living in it then, I wonder? Descendants of man, if there are any left, or buggy-eyed monsters from far-off worlds, alien aesthetes who admire the quaint architecture of the ancient humans? Be sure of one thing: if there is a sentient creature alive in that distant age, it will protect the house. The house will survive. It has its defenses, and its Guardians.

			II

			Joe left for Europe on Friday the thirteenth. He didn’t have to; he picked that date deliberately. Joe likes to throw rocks at the goddess of fortune.

			That’s why I remember the date. On Thursday the twelfth I was in my inconveniently tiny kitchen mincing and chopping and braising and doing a lot of other things that do not ordinarily constitute my preparations for a meal. I should not have been cooking. I should have been correcting final exams. Some of my unfortunate students were pacing the halls outside my office, wondering—with good reason—whether or not they had passed. To delay their knowledge of their fate for even a day was sheer sadism. I knew that, because I was not too far away from my own student days. I was also, as Joe frequently pointed out, a simple, sentimental schnook. Why should I feel pangs of conscience about the lazy slobs who hadn’t bothered to finish papers or study for exams? I did have pangs of conscience. But I fought them down and went on mincing, braising, and so on. This was Joe’s farewell dinner and it had to be special.

			Joe had suggested we go out—with me paying. Well, that was fair enough; it was his farewell dinner. We didn’t eat out much. We were both paying off educational loans, and our combined salaries were less than that of a marginally competent insurance salesman.

			My reason for vetoing the suggestion was not because I grudged spending the money. My argument ran along these lines: you’ll be tired, you’ll have a hundred last-minute chores to finish, you won’t feel like getting dressed up—and wait till you see how well I can cook, when I put my mind to it. That last was the real reason, though I didn’t recognize it then: “Look at me, I can do anything. Won’t you miss me when I’m not around?”

			We had been together for about six months. They had been good months. Even the fights were entertaining. There were a lot of fights, because Joe was an unreformed male chauvinist, and he kept stepping on my tender feminist toes. Rationally he had to agree with my insistence that we share the domestic chores. My academic load was as heavy as his, my prospects were as good. There was no reason why he should expect to march into the apartment every evening, throw himself into a chair and ask, “What’s for dinner?” There was no reason why he should assume I would pick up his socks and do his laundry.

			The first time he asked what was for dinner I handed him a pound of raw hamburger and said, “That’s for dinner. Let me know when it’s ready.” I never really won the laundry issue. After a while it seemed simpler to scoop up all the dirty clothes when I went to the laundromat.

			It’s amazing how many little problems come up when people live together, in wedlock or out of it. Things you never think about in the raptures of first love—things so trivial they shouldn’t matter. We fought about how often to clean the apartment, and who would clean it; we fought about scrubbing toilets, and about how much beer can legitimately occupy shelf space in the refrigerator, to the exclusion of less entertaining staples; we fought about our friends, and whether or not to lie to our families about our relationship; and of course we fought about whether we should get married. Sometimes he favored the idea, sometimes I did—but we never agreed.

			Strange as it may seem, it was fun at the time. Joe had a quick temper and the sensitivity of a slug, but he never sulked. Our fights ended in laughter, after one or the other of us had recognized the basic absurdity of the issue, or in a loving and tempestuous reconciliation. That was Joe’s strong point—tempestuous reconciliations. He made love with a blend of tenderness and toughness that swept me off my size-nine sneakers. His worst fault—or so it seemed to me then—was his complete lack of interest in anything but science. Music bored him; the visual arts were just ways of filling up empty spaces—he couldn’t see any real difference between Raphael and Norman Rockwell; and as for my field . . . He told me early in our relationship that he hadn’t read a work of fiction since his sophomore year in high school. Poetry? Oh, yeah, there was one poem he used to like: “A bunch of the boys were whooping it up . . .” I had dreamed of a lover whom I could address in passionate iambic pentameters—Millay or Wylie, if not the Bard himself. But Joe had other good qualities.

			We had only been sharing the apartment for a couple of months when Joe heard that his grant for the following summer had been approved. That evening he burst in waving the letter and grinning from ear to ear. I knew what the news was before he told me. We had discussed the grant, and prayed for it, but we had never really expected he would get it.

			And—I realized, as my stomach dropped down into my shoes—I hadn’t wanted him to get it.

			I tried to emulate his enthusiasm, bubble over with congratulations, jump with joy. I guess I was too stunned to bubble or jump high enough. Joe made a snide remark, I snapped back—and we were at it again, hurling verbal missiles at each other. The final insult was when he accused me of being jealous and wanting to keep him tied to my apron strings. I never wore aprons.

			The fight ended in embraces and apologies. Joe got himself a beer and we sat on the couch and talked.

			“I’ll miss you, too,” he said, not looking at me.

			“I know,” I mumbled. “I’m sorry, Joe, I really am. I know what a wonderful deal this is. My God, there must have been five hundred applicants. I’m just a fool.”

			“Quit apologizing,” said Joe. “Love is never having to say—”

			“Oh, shut up.”

			“No, listen. I’ve just had one of my greater ideas. Come with me.”

			“What?” I stared at him.

			“Come with me. We’ll scrounge the money somehow—borrow it, if we have to. Hell, Anne, with you helping me I can get through twice as much work. I was wondering how I was going to accomplish everything in only three months. This is a terrific solution.”

			It was not exactly the most romantic way of putting the matter; but although this sour thought passed through my mind, I suppressed it. We weren’t talking about romance, we were talking about two adult people with career aspirations trying to work out a reasonable solution.

			“It’s a lousy idea,” I said. “Are you suggesting I give up my summer project and play secretary to you? Go farther in debt for the dubious pleasure of watching you work twelve hours a day while I run back and forth taking notes and fetching coffee?”

			Joe’s nostrils flared and his face reddened. “I am suggesting a way in which we can be together this summer. I thought that was important to you.”

			“It is. I guess,” I said, staring thoughtfully at my clasped hands, “the question is, how important is it to me?”

			“That’s right.”

			“I’ll think about it.”

			I thought about it. For the next week I thought about very little else.

			Three months isn’t much time to donate freely to someone you love. However, the decision involved bigger issues. If I went with Joe it wouldn’t be a free gift of love, it would be concession and surrender. He didn’t compromise. I could go his way or not go at all, and that was how it would always be. The choice was mine, not just on this one issue, but for as long as we were together. Did I want to spend my life married to Joe, cooking and cleaning and having babies and typing his papers for him, with rewards like “And finally, I dedicate this book to my wife, who typed the manuscript and made a number of valuable suggestions”? Or did I want to type my own manuscripts and write my own patronizing dedications?

			Less vital, but nonetheless important, was the fact that my summer plans involved someone else. Kevin Blacklock was a friend and a colleague. Like me, he was an English instructor; like me, he was poor and ambitious. We had been working on a book. A high school English text doesn’t do a lot for one’s academic prestige, but it was work we both enjoyed and we hoped to make a little money out of it. We worked well together; at least we had, until Joe moved into my apartment and my life. I had not seen much of Kevin in the past months. He had accepted my repetitive apologies with amiable goodwill, remarking finally, with the smile that was one of his most attractive features, “I understand, Annie; I’ve been there myself. Forget the book for a while. We’ll go at it again next summer.”

			You can’t help but be fond of a man like that. And you can’t leave him up the creek without a collaborator when he’s been so nice.

			I tried to make myself believe my sense of responsibility to Kevin guided my final decision.

			When I told Joe I wasn’t going with him, he just shrugged. “It’s up to you,” he said.

			The decision having been made, I stopped worrying about it. Sure I did. I changed my mind five times a week until finally it was too late to get reservations. Life was hectic that last month. In addition to the usual end-of-term work, I caught flu and went around in an antihistamine fog for days. Joe was even busier than I, but as the day of our parting neared, he succumbed to a certain degree of sentiment, and we had a couple of really marvelous weeks. Hence the gourmet dinner, the last night, the final moments . . . How romantic.

			It was romantic, at first. I had gone all out—flowers on the table, candles, champagne icing in a cooler I had concocted from the bottom of a double boiler. The total effect was pretty impressive.

			I was not so impressive. I don’t think my name was ever intended to be a bad joke—though I sometimes wonder why any woman would call a scrawny, redheaded infant Anne. My hair isn’t auburn or red-gold, it’s pure carrot color and it curls up into tight, wiry curls when the weather is damp. When I was the same size as the repulsive kid in the comic strip, my figure looked just like hers. As I got older, the basic shape didn’t change much, it just elongated. The crowning blow was when I learned I had to wear glasses. On that muggy May day, with four pots boiling on the stove, steam kept clouding the lenses so that my eyes looked like big blank circles.

			Joe was late, so I had time to defog the glasses. There wasn’t much I could do about my hair. He didn’t seem to mind. He raved about the meal, as well he might have. The atmosphere was thoroughly domestic. After dinner Joe stretched out on the couch, with his head on my lap, and grumbled jokingly about how full he was.

			This was not the first occasion on which I had vaguely sensed that domesticity and passion may be incompatible. I was tired. Six hours in a steaming kitchen had taken all the starch out of me. Piled up in the sink, awaiting my attentions, were all the pots and pans and dishes I owned. I could hardly ask Joe to help wash up, not on his last night, but I could see them in my mind’s eye, like a great swaying pyramid of grease, and the prospect only added to my monumental fatigue.

			However, when Joe started making the usual overtures my interest awoke. It really did. My state of mind cannot account for what happened.

			Suddenly, shockingly, I was submerged in a drowning tide of despair. Every negative emotion I had ever experienced melded and magnified into a great enveloping cloud. I was blind and groping in the dark, my mouth wry with the bitter taste of fear, my ears deafened by my own cries of pain. In subjective time it only lasted for a few seconds. When I came out of it I was clutching Joe with clawed fingers and my face was sticky with streaming tears.

			My tender lover pulled himself to a sitting position and gave me a hard shove. I saw his face through a distorting film of water; it wore a look of pop-eyed consternation. His eyes rolled toward the door, as if seeking the nearest exit. Then his mouth set in a straight, ugly line and he lifted his hand.

			“Don’t,” I gasped. “I’m all right. I . . . please don’t, Joe. Give me a minute.”

			Joe slid back to the extreme end of the couch and watched stonily while I searched my disheveled person for a handkerchief. Of course I possessed no such thing. After a moment Joe got up and came back with a box of tissues. He did not sit down again. He stood watching while I mopped my face and my sweating palms and fumbled to find my glasses. I felt a little less naked and defenseless when I had them on.

			Like a gentlemanly fighter awaiting his opponent’s recovery, Joe judged I was ready to resume the match. “What the hell is the matter with you?” he demanded.

			“Nothing . . . now.” I pressed my hands to my head. “It’s gone. My God, it was awful. I felt so frightened, so . . .”

			And there I stopped—I, with my supposed gift of moderate eloquence, I who was steeped in the accumulated wit and beauty of the long English literary tradition. I could think of no words that would describe that experience.

			“Do you know what you said?” Joe asked. “Do you know what you did?”

			Dumbly I shook my head. The words I wanted still eluded me; I could see them fluttering in the darkness of my mind like bright moths, escaping the net with which I tried to trap them.

			“You kept saying, ‘Don’t go, please don’t leave me,’” Joe said.

			I found words—the wrong words—stinging wasps, not pretty butterflies. “How very touching,” I said.

			“Oh, yeah? This is touching too.” With a gesture worthy of Milady baring her branded shoulder, Joe pulled his shirt back. Bloody punctures spotted his chest.

			“I don’t know what came over me,” I said feebly.

			Joe sat down on the edge of the couch. He watched me like a man facing a dangerous animal, alert for the slightest sign of menace; but mingled with his apprehension was an unmistakable air of complacency.

			“I didn’t realize you cared that much,” he said. “Why didn’t you say so before? You were so damned calm about it—”

			“I don’t care that much.”

			I might have put it more tactfully, but at the moment I was too worried about my own state of mind to care about Joe’s. I was remembering stories about amnesiacs and people who suffer from epilepsy—people with blank spots in their lives and no recollection of what they might have done during the missing moments.

			“Maybe you ought to see a doctor,” Joe said.

			I had been thinking that myself. The fact that Joe suggested it made me want to do the opposite.

			“You’re the one who needs a doctor,” I said, with a weak laugh. “You had better put some iodine on those scratches.”

			“Yeah, sure. Listen, Anne—seriously—I mean—maybe you ought to get somebody to stay with you. I mean—”

			“I know what you mean.”

			“Damn it, you don’t! I mean, if you think I’m implying—”

			“Well, what are you implying?”

			A few more inane exchanges of this sort and we were shouting at each other. The quarrel developed along the old familiar lines, and it ended as our quarrels usually did. But it wasn’t the same. I couldn’t blame Joe for holding back, nor was I my usual responsive self. To put it bluntly, we were both afraid—afraid that the whining, clawing thing would return.

			I awoke from heavy, too-brief sleep to find that the room was gray with dawn and that Joe was no longer beside me. Sounds of emphatic splashing from the bathroom assured me of his whereabouts, so I dragged myself out of bed and went to make coffee. When I got my turn in the bathroom and contemplated my face in the mirror, I saw that my eyes were sunk deep in their sockets and almost as expressionless as those of my namesake.

			Joe never needed much sleep, and the fact that we had made it through the night without another outburst had restored his equanimity. I was too sodden with sleeplessness and disgust to regard his irritating cheerfulness with anything stronger than lethargy. I fed him breakfast, making scrambled eggs in the last clean pan in the house, and drank three cups of coffee. Thus fortified, I hoped I could make it to the airport and back.

			We had borrowed a car from one of my friends, so we could be alone together till the last possible moment. The drive passed in almost total silence. We were an hour early, but Joe wouldn’t let me wait.

			“I hate standing around in airports saying the same stupid things over and over,” he said gruffly. “Get the hell out. I’ll be seeing you.”

			“Right,” I said.

			Awkwardly Joe put his arms around me and kissed me. He missed my mouth by a couple of inches. Before I could respond or return the embrace, he turned me around and gave me a little shove. I took two or three staggering steps before I regained my balance. When I looked back, he was striding toward the gate.

			I went out and sat in the car. Planes kept landing and taking off. Finally a big silver monster lifted up, in a roar of jets, and I decided arbitrarily that it must be Joe’s plane. I watched it circle and soar until it was only a speck in the sky. The air was already warm and sticky. It was going to be another hot day.

			III

			I could have gone back to bed, but I knew I wouldn’t sleep. I had two nasty jobs ahead of me, so I chose what seemed like the least nasty. At least I could sit down while I read exam papers.

			An hour later I was still staring at the first sentence of the first paper. It read, “John Keats was born in 1792.” Even the date was wrong. I was afraid if I picked up my red pencil to correct the date, I would start scribbling vituperative comments, so I just sat there, wondering how any college freshman could start an essay with “So-and-so was born . . .” Joe’s plane was nearing the coast by now. It was a good day for flying, not a cloud in the sky.

			The knock at my office door came as a welcome relief. Even a student would have looked good to me then—except perhaps the imbecile who had written that exam. “Come in,” I said.

			It wasn’t a student, it was Kevin, my abandoned collaborator and good buddy. He stood in the doorway, all six-plus feet of him, smiling. In his hand was a paper cup.

			“Coffee?” he asked.

			“Bless you.”

			“I won’t stay. I just thought—”

			“Stay. I can’t face these damn exams right now; maybe a conversation with someone who knows how to speak and write English will make me feel better.”

			Kevin sat down in the student’s chair beside my desk. “Joe get off all right?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			Kevin nodded and looked at me sympathetically. With friendly dispassion, I thought to myself that he really was one of the best-looking men of my acquaintance, if you like the long, lean, aesthetic type—and who doesn’t? His thick dark hair curled around his ears and waved poetically across his high intellectual forehead. He had fantastic cheekbones, with the little hollows underneath that are supposed to bring out the maternal instinct in all womanly women. His nose was thin, with narrow nostrils that would be incapable of flaring; his sensitive mouth looked equally incapable of shaping cruel words. Despite the delicacy of his features, there was nothing effeminate about him. He was a good tennis player and swimmer; his body was as neatly modeled as his face, and when he moved, susceptible female students forgot what they had meant to ask him.

			I started to feel better.

			“He’s going to have a wonderful summer and get a lot done,” I said briskly. “So will we, right?”

			Kevin’s long lashes (the man doesn’t have an ugly feature) fluttered and fell. “That’s what I came to tell you, Anne. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, after . . . It’s bad news for me, in a way, but maybe it won’t be for you; you could join Joe—”

			“Oh, no,” I said, in tones of heartfelt woe. I had not realized until that moment how much I had counted on our summer project. Without it I had nothing to hang on to. I might even be weak-minded enough to chase after Joe. And that would be worse than deciding to go with him in the first place.

			Kevin sat in silence, his mouth twisted in a rueful grimace. “I’m sorry,” he said, after a while.

			“What happened?”

			“It’s my parents. You remember I told you about them winning all that money?”

			“What money?”

			Kevin’s big beautiful brown eyes lifted to meet mine. He looked surprised; then he smiled.

			“You were thinking about something more important at the time, I guess.”

			“Wait a minute, I do remember.” Disarmed, as always, by his humility, I felt ashamed, and was able to dredge up the recollection of that conversation, months before. “The state lottery, wasn’t it?”

			“That’s right. Half a million dollars.”

			“My God! That much?”

			“Maybe I didn’t mention the amount. Of course a lot of it went in taxes. But that’s only the half of it. You know what they say about money begetting money? I don’t understand how Dad did it—I’m a financial moron myself—but apparently all he needed was a stake. He’s manipulated his winnings into a fortune, in less than a year. He didn’t tell me about it till a few weeks ago, and honest to God, Anne, when he gave me the grand total I had to sit down.”

			“I’m so glad for them.” The sentiment was as sincere as such statements ever can be; Kevin’s parents, of whom he spoke often and fondly, sounded like nice people. “But what’s the problem?”

			“The problem is that they just bought a house,” Kevin said. He was smiling with warm amusement, as he always did when he mentioned his parents. “I couldn’t believe it. They sold the old house in Fort Wayne after I left, because they said it was too big for the two of them; and now they are the proud owners of a ten-bedroom manor house. Mother said she knew it was crazy, but she fell in love with it at first sight.”

			“That kind of craziness I can sympathize with. Why shouldn’t they have a good time with their money?”

			“Exactly.” Kevin beamed at me. “I haven’t seen the place myself, but it sounds fantastic. The trouble is, they don’t want to leave it empty this summer when they go to Europe.”

			I laughed. My amusement was genuine; Kevin’s mother and dad sounded like my kind of people, even if they had ruined my summer. “They really are living it up, aren’t they? I can see why they don’t want to take a chance on burglars and vandals; and I suppose you feel obligated to volunteer, right?”

			“They’ve never asked much of me,” Kevin said. “It isn’t just the house, it’s the family pets. Belle is a pretty old dog, she isn’t happy without one of the family around, and one of the cats has this medical problem—”

			“How many pets do you have?” I asked, half amused and half exasperated. I didn’t mind (much) being supplanted by a sweet old mom and dad, but a senile dog and a cat with prostate trouble . . .

			“Only four. Two dogs and two cats. Unless Mother has taken in more. She does that.”

			Kevin was looking so noble and serious and guilty that any decent person would have patted him on the head and told him not to worry. I couldn’t oblige, I was too depressed. I wanted to put my head down on the desk and howl.

			“I was thinking,” Kevin said hesitantly.

			“Good for you.”

			“I figured you would go to Europe with Joe.”

			“You figured wrong.”

			“Well. Then maybe you might consider . . . No, probably you wouldn’t.”

			“We’ll never know until you ask, Kevin.”

			“We don’t have to work here. There’s a good library at the house, I’m told, and plenty of room . . .”

			I can’t say that the suggestion took me by surprise. It was such an obvious solution that it had occurred to me immediately, and I had assumed that Kevin was using his parents’ request as an excuse to cancel our summer plans. I wouldn’t have blamed him. Unless his father made some disastrous miscalculation in his financial manipulations, little Kevin, the only child, wasn’t going to be interested in three-digit royalties. Apparently he wasn’t trying to weasel out of our deal after all, but I could see, by his furrowed brow, that something was bugging him; so instead of shouting “I accept,” I waited to see what he would say next.

			He said, “But maybe Joe wouldn’t like it.”

			My jaw dropped. The people in the department sometimes joked about Kevin’s old-fashioned manners and antique notions of polite behavior; there were even rumors that he never kissed on a first date. I had laughed at this bon mot, but had never taken it seriously. Now I wondered, but only for an instant. There was another, more plausible explanation for his outrageous remark.

			“Joe has nothing to do with it,” I exclaimed. “Honestly, Kevin, how chauvinist can you be?”

			“I didn’t mean—”

			“I’m sick and tired of men telling me they didn’t mean what they said!” That was unfair—Kevin had no way of knowing this was one of Joe’s less attractive habits. “What is it really? Would your parents object if they heard I was living in the same house? Would the neighbors burn crosses on the lawn?” Kevin’s mouth opened, but I didn’t give him time to answer; I had worked myself into a steaming rage. “Because if that’s the reason, I can live with it, but if you really think that I go when Joe says go, and come when Joe says come, then you and Joe can both take your notions of masculine supremacy and—”

			Kevin fell forward, out of his chair. On his hands and knees, he banged his forehead twice against the floor.

			“Will that prove an acceptable substitute to what you were about to suggest?” he asked meekly.

			“Get up, you idiot,” I said, laughing.

			He did so. “I’m sorry, Anne.”

			“Okay.”

			Kevin shook his head. “It’s the damnedest thing, how these subconscious preconceptions linger; I never suspected I was thinking that way, but you’re right, it was a stupid, dumb idea. Will you come?”

			“Certainly.”

			“Great.”

			Solemnly we shook hands across the desk.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Two weeks later I was hopelessly lost in Pennsylvania. The taxi driver was lost too. The sun was sinking in the west, the numbers on the meter had reached a total that froze the blood in my veins, and there was nothing to be seen but rolling hills, a stretch of rutted road, and two bored black-and-white cows.

			“We must have taken a wrong turn at the last intersection,” I said.

			“You said turn right,” the taxi driver remarked tightly.

			“I was wrong. We’d better go back and try the other direction.”

			The taxi driver was an elderly gentleman. The noun is well deserved; if he had not been a gentleman he would have kicked me out of his cab long before. In eloquent silence he turned around and we went back the way we had come. The cows watched disinterestedly.

			It was my fault. Kevin had given me detailed directions before he left campus. I don’t know whether I misplaced them while I was packing to go home, or while I was packing to leave home. All I know is that when I got in the taxi, at the bus station in Pittsfield, they were gone.

			I turned the contents of my purse out onto the seat of the cab. I found a recipe for cocktail dip, three old shopping lists, and some notes for a lecture on Byron. I did not find Kevin’s directions.

			The taxi driver watched with an air of fatherly patience. The meter was running.

			“Oh, well,” I said. “I know approximately where it is. Ten miles northwest. The name of the road is Green Valley. Or maybe Green Haven.”

			It wasn’t Green Haven. There was no such road. Green Valley Road had two farmhouses and a tavern named Josie’s Place.

			By that time I was sitting up front with the driver, looking at his map. I had told him the life story of Kevin’s parents—their poor but honest beginnings, their recent affluence, their purchase of the house. He was very interested, but the tale conveyed no clue to him.

			“I don’t get many calls out to the country,” he explained apologetically. (At that stage he was still apologetic.) “And if these folks are newcomers, well, see, I wouldn’t even know the name.”

			“But you must know the house,” I argued. “It’s a historic home, or something of the sort.”

			“Miss, every damned house in the county is on the historic register,” said the driver. “If you just knew what it looked like, or its name, or something about it . . .”

			Which I didn’t.

			We finally got lucky. A country store, at a crossroads, had a gas pump, shelves of dry goods and canned goods, and a sharp-eyed little old lady who had lived in the area for all of her seventy years.

			“You must mean the Karnovsky place,” she said. “I did hear as it was sold to some folks from out west. You go down to the next intersection and hang a right . . .”

			Her directions took us into a region so different from the farmlands we had been traversing that I could hardly believe we were in the same county. It was an area of big estates, and not nouveau riche, either. For the most part the houses were invisible, but the wrought-iron gates and stone gateposts, some with heraldic animals perched on top, indicated the quality of what lay beyond the trees and hedges. A few miles farther on and we reached another crossroads, around which clustered, not a town or a wide spot in the road, but a genuine Old World village. It was tiny—a dozen pretty old houses, a surprisingly large church, and a general store. The latter was not at all like the establishment run by the old lady who had given us directions. Instead of a sagging front porch with splintery wooden steps, it had a long stone facade with tubs of geraniums flanking the door. Instead of decals advertising beer and bread and cattle feed, it had a carved wooden signboard.

			After passing through the village, we soon came upon the high stone wall the old lady had mentioned. It went on and on and on before we reached the gate. A bronze plaque on the left-hand pillar said “Grayhaven.”

			The taxi driver refrained from commenting on this example of confused thinking. He turned off the highway and came to a sudden halt. The iron gates were closed.

			I had developed a not entirely unreasonable annoyance with Kevin, who might have offered to meet me at the bus station, damn him. I was prepared to climb the wall, seek out the house, and tell him what I thought of him, but these heroic measures proved to be unnecessary. The gates were not locked. We proceeded for another mile along a driveway walled in by trees and bushes. An abrupt turn brought us out of the leafy tunnel and gave me my first sight of Grayhaven.

			The other day, when I was looking through some papers, I found a snapshot of the house. I burned it, which is not easy in an all-electric apartment. If I wanted to remember its appearance, which I do not, I would not need reminders. Every detail of the place is clear in my mind.

			It lay in a green cup of valley, surrounded on all sides by wooded slopes. Behind it, terraced gardens rose in measured steps toward the trees. The plan of the house itself was square, four wings built around a central courtyard. The irregular roofline showed numerous stages of building, but the dominant feature was a massive gatehouse, castellated, battlemented, crenellated, and what have you. Sir Walter Scott would have loved it.

			I rubbed my eyes. I have never been abroad, but I am an armchair traveler of the most fanatical type. I had seen photographs, engravings, even other people’s slides. What I saw now was a medieval English manor house, perfect in every detail.

			The driver’s exclamation assured me that I was not dreaming.

			“Criminy,” he said. “Sure is big, isn’t it?”

			“Sure is.”

			We proceeded at a respectful twenty miles an hour along the road that descended in gentle curves. I could understand why the taxi driver was unfamiliar with this area. The owners of country estates don’t need taxis; they would own three or four cars apiece, and maybe a helicopter. If they had car trouble, they just threw the blasted thing away and bought a new one.

			The closer we got to the house, the more I doubted my eyes. Space warp, I thought; we drove through some sort of science-fiction gadget at the gate, and we are now in southern England, and maybe in another century. The taxi came to a stop before the gatehouse. It had been incorporated into a later wing, Elizabethan or early Tudor. The only door visible on this side of the house was a mammoth arched portal in the gatehouse itself. It was not difficult to identify this as the principal entrance—one could hardly demean such a structure by calling it a front door. I would not have been surprised to see a couple of lackeys dressed in knee breeches rush out to greet us.

			Nobody rushed out. After the driver had switched off the engine, the silence of rural peace descended. The door, built of blackened oak planks, remained uncompromisingly closed.

			I looked at the driver. He took his cap off and scratched his head.

			“Looks like there’s nobody home. You sure this is the right place, miss?”

			I was not at all sure. It was hard for me to picture Kevin in this ambience. It was hard for me to picture anyone I knew in this ambience.

			Then, from the shrubs along the driveway, came an incongruous figure, that of a shaggy, fat, ambiguous dog, clearly the result of some act of canine miscegenation. White hairs ringed its muzzle, which was of inordinate length. The muzzle opened; two rusty barks issued forth. Then, as if the effort had been too much for the animal, it collapsed onto the grass and lay there watching us.

			“Belle?” I said, wondering why my illogical brain could forget the name of Kevin’s house and retain that of his dog.

			The dog’s raggedy ears twitched when I spoke the name. Another rusty bark confirmed my identification.

			“It’s the right place,” I said. “Look, it’s late and I already owe you a month’s pay; why don’t you start unloading my stuff? I’ll see if I can rouse my friend.”

			No doorbell was visible. In the center of the panel was a knocker, platter-shaped and two feet in diameter. Using both hands, I lifted the thing and let it thud back into place. I did this twice more before my muscles protested. The sound produced no result, not even from Belle, who had closed her eyes and dropped off to sleep.

			The driver had unloaded my things—one bag of clothes, three of books and papers. He accepted the bills I handed him and scratched his head again.

			“I don’t like to leave you here, miss, if nobody’s home.”

			I reassured him, if not myself, and he left. It seemed highly possible that Kevin had forgotten I was to arrive that day. I felt sure he would not leave the old dog unattended for any great length of time, but if he had gone out he might not be back till midnight.

			Retreating a few steps, I shaded my eyes and looked up. The gatehouse was one story higher than the rest of the wing whose center it formed. Its windows were small squares, deeply imbedded in the thick walls. But the sunlight was still bright; as I stared I saw something move behind the highest window. A pale circle that might have been a face pressed itself against the glass.

			The idea that someone was in the house and had refused to answer the door made me even angrier than I already was. I went back to the door. I would have kicked it if I had been wearing regular shoes, but the bare, dusty toes protruding from my sandals gave me pause. Moved more by exasperation than by an expectation of finding the door unlocked, I seized the iron handle and twisted it.

			It turned, sweetly and smoothly. The door swung open. Before me was a vast open expanse of dully shining floor, framed by paneled walls hung with paintings and tapestries—and a tall form, trotting quickly toward me.

			Kevin was wearing jeans and a blue T-shirt streaked with paint. His feet were bare, and as he came toward me, smiling broadly, a pattern of dusty prints marked his path. He should have looked howlingly out of place in that elegant, baronial hall, but he didn’t; even the grubby footprints seemed appropriate, marking his right to be there.

			He gave me a quick, brotherly hug. “Hey, good to see you. Have any trouble finding the place?”

			“I lost your directions,” I admitted. “And I’ve been banging on the door for hours. Where the hell were you?”

			“Honest Injun, I didn’t hear you.”

			“I’ll bet you were asleep.”

			Kevin’s protestations were so heartfelt and his pleasure at seeing me so genuine that I got over being miffed. We carried my luggage inside, and then he said, “Want to see your room first, or have a drink?”

			“I could use a little something. I’ve been on the road since seven this morning.” I spoke absently; now that my eyes had adjusted to the lesser degree of light inside, I was increasingly awed. The hallway must have been forty feet long, bisecting this wing of the house. At the far end a double stair lifted toward a central landing. Between the two wings of the stairs an open doorway showed part of the central court—flagstones, a fountain, hanging pots of flowers.

			“This way.” Kevin took my arm.

			By the time we reached the library I really did need a drink. It was in the west wing; to reach it we passed through a dining room with mullioned windows and tapestry-hung walls, a parlor lined with cupboards holding Delft pottery, and the Great Hall, which had a medieval timbered roof and one of those stone fireplaces big enough to roast an ox. By comparison the library was almost cozy. Walls covered with books always make me feel at home. There were two levels of bookcases, the upper gallery being reached by a spiral iron staircase. The room was large enough to contain several big tables, couches, and chairs without looking crowded. Double doors opened onto another part of the central courtyard. Deep leather chairs and low tables faced the fireplace, with its carved stone overmantel.

			When Kevin asked me what I wanted to drink I collapsed into a chair and waved my hand distractedly.

			“Anything, I don’t care. Good heavens, my boy, I’ve never seen a place like this—except in museums, where they have whole rooms taken from castles and manor houses. The place can’t be genuine, it’s four hundred years earlier than the first settlements in America. Did some eccentric millionaire reproduce his ancestral mansion, or what?”

			Kevin handed me a glass and took a chair opposite mine. A table between us was covered with books, papers, glasses, coffee cups, and plates. Obviously this was where Kevin spent much of his time. I was pleased to see such evidences of scholarly industry.

			“You get points for the eccentric millionaire,” he said, “but this place is no reproduction. It’s authentic, from the topmost chimney pot to the stones in the cellar. Rudolf Karnovsky found it in Warwickshire, back in the twenties, and moved the whole kit and caboodle to Pennsylvania.”

			“It wasn’t his ancestral home, then?”

			“He was an emigrant from somewhere in central Europe,” Kevin said, smiling. “Rumor has it that he arrived on Ellis Island with a pocket handkerchief and a mind full of guile, and very little else. He was fifteen. Thirty years later he was one of the richest men in America—which is pretty impressive when you consider that his peers had names like Carnegie and Rockefeller. Of course those were the good old days; no nasty taxes, no unfair antitrust laws.”

			“So he bought himself some roots and the stones to anchor them in. Fantastic.”

			“It wasn’t so unusual. Hearst did something similar at Sans Souci, if you remember. He spent over a million dollars a year for fifty years, buying not only ceilings and mantels and paneling from European châteaus, but whole medieval castles and monasteries.”

			“Yes, I’ve read about that.”

			Kevin hardly waited for me to finish the sentence. His eyes shining, he went on. “I’ll bet you don’t realize how many castles were actually built in the United States. One of the most elaborate was in Pennsylvania, just outside Philadelphia. It was modeled after Alnwick Castle in England, and was over two hundred feet long. Then there was Palmer Castle in Chicago, and Dar Island Castle in the Thousand Islands region, and Lambert Castle in Paterson, New Jersey—”

			If I hadn’t interrupted he might have gone on for hours. “I didn’t realize you knew so much about the subject.”

			“I’ve been doing some reading,” Kevin indicated the books on the table; they were not lit books after all, but bore such titles as American Castles and The Gothic Revival in America. A vague, undefined feeling of discomfort passed through me when I realized this, but my interest in what Kevin was saying made me forget it.

			“The craze was at its peak during the 1890’s,” he continued. “But there was a castle-type house built in western Pennsylvania as early as 1843, and Hammond Castle, in Massachusetts, wasn’t begun till 1925. It incorporated sections of actual buildings brought here from Europe, not to mention a reproduction of the Rose Window at Rheims Cathedral. The only thing that differentiated our friend Rudolf from other eccentric millionaires was that he had better taste; instead of using bits and pieces, he bought the whole house and everything in it.”

			“You don’t mean every stick of furniture in the place is medieval,” I said skeptically.

			“No, of course not. The family from whom Rudolf bought the place was hard up; they had sold most of the remaining antiques. But the library was virtually intact. There were also family portraits and odds and ends, things that had more sentimental than commercial value.”

			“Well, I am speechless.”

			“Not you,” Kevin said, grinning.

			“Almost speechless. I love it, Kevin.”

			“You ain’t seen nothing yet. How about a tour?”

			I didn’t want a tour. My simple mind can only absorb small amounts of wonder; that’s why I never spend more than an hour at a time in a museum. If I had been allowed to follow my own inclinations I would have preferred to soak up the treasures in small sips, getting to know them gradually. Also, I was starved, having had nothing since breakfast except a stale sandwich somewhere between Philadelphia and Pittsfield. Before I could voice these sentiments, Kevin took my hand and pulled me up out of my chair.

			I got to know the place later, only too well; but I can still recall the daze of confusion that followed that first inspection. There were a music room and two parlors, large and small, and a kitchen that had one small island of modernity—electric stove, refrigerator, and so on—lost in a vast stone-floored expanse of quaintness; there were bedrooms with four-poster beds and embroidered hangings and names like The White Room and Queen Mary’s Chamber. There were also bathrooms, which I was happy to see, having wondered whether antiquarian types worry about such things. I don’t know why I wondered, because the house showed other signs of continual remodeling and modernization. The bathrooms were the sort of thing Queen Victoria might have designed, but in their way they were rather divine, with fireplaces and marble tubs. One tub was either a good copy, or a genuine Roman sarcophagus, with carved reliefs of cherubs and nymphs.

			By the time we finished admiring the bathrooms it was almost dark, and Kevin reluctantly admitted that we had better wait till morning before touring the grounds. “Why don’t we have a drink in the courtyard while our dinner cooks?” he suggested.

			“What are we having?” I asked. The immaculate rooms had suggested that the house must be supplied with invisible servants, or old-style serfs who popped out of hidden doors in the paneling to scrub and dust as soon as we left. I allowed myself to hope that the same unseen servitors had prepared a pasty of peacock’s tongues to be followed by syllabub and grog.

			“TV dinners,” Kevin said. “Would you rather have fried chicken, or spaghetti and meatballs?”

			II

			I had spaghetti and meatballs. By means of plantings of boxwood and shrubs, one side of the central courtyard had been formed into an enclosed patio area, adjoining the kitchen. I sat at a table there, with my aching feet up on another chair, and watched through the open doorway while Kevin went through the arduous labor of peeling the foil off the dinners. The household animals had congregated, and been fed; when Kevin came out to join me, they followed: Belle, pacing with slow arthritic strides, a younger dog, part Irish Setter, which had apparently spent the day in a bramble patch, and three cats of varying sizes and shapes. One was a meek-looking tabby tomcat who obviously went in terror of cat number two, a long-haired beauty who outweighed him by at least ten pounds. Kevin indicated the third, a minuscule creature with ears much too large for its pointed face.

			“Mom’s latest acquisition. Somebody dumped it at the gate. The clods are always abandoning unwanted animals. I suppose they think the poor things can fend for themselves out in the country. Most of them die horrible deaths, of course.”

			“But not the ones that meet your mother,” I said, trying to pet the kitten. It spat at me and backed off, its fur bristling.

			“Bad girl, Pettibone,” said Kevin.

			“I don’t blame her for being suspicious of humans.”

			“She had a bad time, all right. She was skin and bone when Belle brought her in.”

			“Belle?”

			The old dog cocked a lazy eye at me when her name was mentioned.

			“Belle is worse than Mother,” Kevin said. “She’s always bringing strays home. She must be part retriever; she never hurts anything, just fetches it. We’ve had rabbits, groundhogs, and once an extremely irritated skunk. Took two weeks, and a couple of gallons of tomato juice, to get Belle fit for human society.”

			One of the other cats, the long-haired gray-and-white one, jumped onto my lap. It weighed almost twenty pounds. My knees sagged, and the cat dug in all its claws to keep from falling.

			“That’s Tabitha,” Kevin said. “Chow hound and sex maniac.”

			“She likes me,” I said, as Tabitha rubbed her head against my chest, leaving a patch of gray hair.

			“I wish I could tell you that is a compliment. However, Tabitha likes everybody. She has no discrimination whatever.”

			Tabitha squirmed and purred as I tickled her under the chin. One of the reasons for her affection became apparent when my TV dinner was delivered; I had to fight her for every meatball.

			The long summer twilight deepened; the crenellated roofs and pointed towers of Grayhaven were sharp black silhouettes against the soft blue of the sky. I sat back in my chair with a sigh.

			“It’s the most peaceful place. I can see why your parents fell in love with it, even though it is impractical.”

			“Not all that impractical,” Kevin said quickly. “It seems outlandishly large at first, but there are only ten bedrooms.”

			“Plus a Great Hall, a music room—and did you mention a chapel?”

			“Most of the rooms are closed off unless the folks give a party.”

			“I’m on your side,” I said, a little surprised at the sharpness of his tone. “It’s their house and they can do what they like. The only thing that worries me is the amount of housekeeping. I fully expected to do some cleaning, that’s only fair. But I can’t do justice to this place, Kevin, especially if we hope to get any work done on the book.”

			“No problem. A cleaning team comes out a couple of times a week.”

			“No live-in servants?”

			“I think Mom has some people lined up for when they get back,” Kevin said vaguely. “She offered to get somebody for us, but I told her never mind; I figured you wouldn’t want a lot of people around, getting in our way.”

			A few hours earlier I would have told him he had figured right. I do find it hard to concentrate when people are scuttling in and out, running vacuum cleaners and grabbing dirty cups out of my hand. That’s why I can’t work at home. But now that I had seen the house I would have welcomed servants, scuttling or not.

			I was brooding about this when Kevin added nonchalantly, “Besides, Aunt Bea will be here tomorrow.”

			“Who?”

			“My mother’s sister. Her divorce was final last month, and she’s at loose ends, after thirty years of marriage. She was pleased to come and help out.”

			As one of my favorite writers must have said somewhere, the direst forebodings pressed upon my heart. Aunt Bea, struggling with the pangs of singleness, would be worse than a gaggle of maids. She would have carefully tinted hair poufed up around her face—unless she had fallen prey to melancholy, and let it fall in gray wisps. She would be comfortably rounded or tightly corseted, depending, again, on her state of mind. And she would talk, interminably, on all sorts of boring subjects, ending up with Harry, or whatever his name was. How his decision to leave her had taken her completely by surprise, how she never imagined there could be another woman, how she had fought to keep her home.

			All this flashed through my mind with formidable and depressing completeness. Because I had to say something, and because I could not force my lips to shape exclamations of rapture, I asked politely, “What happened, after thirty years? Or should I ask?”

			“I don’t know,” Kevin admitted. “All she told Mom was that Uncle Harry (aha, I thought) had gone into male menopause and didn’t look as if he was ever coming out. There’s a rumor going through the family that he hit her.”

			“How awful,” I said, visualizing the frail old lady cowering on the floor nursing her black eye and begging Harry not to hit her again.

			“Whereupon,” Kevin continued, “she gave him a karate chop to the Adam’s apple, and a right to the jaw, and walked out.”

			My mental image underwent an abrupt metamorphosis, the frail little lady ballooning into a formidable matriarch with iron-gray waves and a forty-five-inch bust. I found this image more sympathetic than the first (let him have it again, Aunt Bea!) but did not suppose I would find it any easier to live with.

			I relapsed into moody silence while Kevin rhapsodized about Aunt Bea’s cornbread and angel-food cake, her needlepoint and her quilts, her skill at storytelling and at Snakes and Ladders. But it was hard to remain glum; the silken warmth of the air, the splendor of the night sky over the battlements, the purring cats and snoring dogs—the general air of comfort was too pervasive to be resisted. I finally made a sound that Kevin recognized as a yawn.

			“You must be bushed,” he said. “Want to hit the sack?”

			“I guess I will.” I rose, accompanied by Tabitha, who was stuck like a limpet to my shirt front.

			“You know where everything is,” Kevin said lazily.

			“If I don’t, I’ll look for it.” The cat licked my chin. “What do I do with this?” I asked.

			“She’ll sleep with you if you let her. But watch out, she hogs the covers.”

			“Thanks for the warning. Well—good night.”

			“You don’t get nervous at night, or anything, do you?”

			“What do you mean by ‘anything’?”

			Kevin laughed. “Well, I’m always open to seduction. Feel free. Actually, for once that wasn’t what I had in mind; it just occurred to me that my room is some distance from yours, so if you’re the type that hears burglars or sees ghosts you might want to move into my wing of the house. Mother thought you would prefer that room, but it is rather isolated.”

			“I do not hear burglars or ghosts. And I’m tired enough to sleep soundly. Don’t call me; I’ll call you.”

			“Whatever you say,” Kevin murmured.

			I found my room without any difficulty, though manipulating the light switches with my arms full of twenty pounds of cat was not so easy. When we reached the bedroom Tabitha unhooked her claws and jumped onto the bed.

			When Kevin had shown me where I was to sleep I’d been a little disappointed. I would have preferred the older part of the house, where his room was located. According to Kevin, that portion dated from the fifteenth century, which I could well believe; its thick walls and narrow, tortuous passageways appealed to that childish streak of mystery and romance that is buried, more or less deeply, in all of us. I had said something about ghosts—maybe Kevin hadn’t realized I was joking, though he had let out a whoop of laughter and replied that he only wished there were some.

			At any rate, I couldn’t find fault with my room, which was in the Queen Anne part of the house. I appreciated Kevin’s mother’s thoughtfulness in selecting it for me, even if I did suspect that her real motive had been to put me at a discreet distance from her son. Like the corresponding downstairs rooms, this one had been decorated in 1745, and the molded plasterwork on the overmantel and ceiling was delicately lovely—swags of pastel vines and roses against a white background. The canopied ceiling of the bay window overhanging the garden must have been added at the same time. Someone had put bowls of fresh flowers on the dresser and on the table beside the ivory velvet chaise longue. I deduced, cleverly, that the cleaning team had been there that day, and that Mrs. Blacklock had left explicit instructions. There was even a good light for reading in bed.

			I rummaged around in my suitcase till I found the book I had been reading, and climbed into the bed. It was big, double-sized, with a frilly canopy, but the damned cat had gone to sleep smack in the middle of it, and I had to shove her to one side before I could stretch out. Halfway through the chapter I found that the volume was slipping out of my hands, so I turned out the light.
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