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CHAPTER ONE

The plane landed at Kennedy Airport at eight o’clock in the evening, daylight saving time. The stream of passengers, disgorged from the belly of the ship, trudged across the sun-lit field, tired but starry-eyed, and straggled into the TWA arrivals center. There was a scramble for luggage carts, a bedlam of voices. Up above, waving through glass windows, were people waiting to welcome vacationing friends and relatives. But not for me, Margo thought as she lined up at Customs.

“Anything to declare?”

Bags zipped open, the line moving slowly, inexorably. “Is this a new coat?” No air conditioning, and for a June evening it was warm and humid. “Does it have to take all night?” someone muttered, wiping his forehead with a wilted handkerchief. “Move ahead, please,” a Customs official said crisply.

The tall girl with the wheat-colored hair made a move to lift one of her suitcases to the counter. “That’s top heavy for you,” the man behind her said. “Let me give you an assist.”

“How kind of you,” she said, perspiring.

“Not at all.”

He hefted her three suitcases to the counter. “You don’t travel light,” he remarked, smiling.

“I’ve been living abroad. Thanks, I know they’re like lead.”

“Will you share my cab back to town?”

“Thanks very much,” she said, surveying him. Fiftyish, a good, honest face, nothing to worry about. “I’d be delighted,” she said gratefully.

“Good girl. I live in the East Fifties. I can drop you wherever.”

“Perfect,” she said.

“Whereabouts are you going?”

“I don’t know, I don’t live anywhere,” she said, and saw his startled eyes. At the Inspector’s request, she opened her first suitcase. The man, out of long experience, searched through it, scarcely disturbing the contents. He closed the grip, put a chalk mark on it, and started on the second, his fingers deft. In due time that too was zipped up. Then the third, which was books and letters and photography equipment. “Is this a new camera?” the Customs Inspector asked.

“No, it’s not new at all; as I said, I’ve nothing to declare.”

“How long was your visit?”

“Thirteen years.”

His head shot up. “You’re an American citizen?”

“Yes I am.”

He gave her a quick, appraising look, then smiled pleasantly and said, “Welcome back, Miss.”

“Thanks very much,” she said, and the man behind her spoke imperatively. “Just wait outside the gate,” he said. “I won’t be long.”

“It’s very good of you.”

“No bother at all.”

She stood there waiting, and shortly he joined her. “I’ll just get a cab,” he said, and was back in no time at all. “Here we go.” The black porter slung the bags on a cart, eeled his way past the throngs. The cool, shadowy evening was very lovely, though somehow perplexing. She was accustomed to French, Italian, Spanish airports; there was a difference here, a hard, pitiless quality. But this was home! After many a wandering, like Ulysses, she had returned, and she looked out the wndow of the cab, saw clustering groups embracing and gesturing. “Where to?” the driver asked.

“Manhattan,” the man said. “When we get there I’ll tell you the address.”

“Yes, sir.”

He leaned back and took a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, shook one out for her. “Thanks,” she said, and he lit it with a Dunhill lighter. “Where am I taking you?” he asked.

“Oh, I suppose the St. Regis or the Plaza. What do you think?”

“Either. Of course I have a soft spot in my heart for the Plaza, but it’s up to you. I heard you tell the Customs man you’d been away for thirteen years. Where?”

“At school, in Switzerland. When I left there I went to Paris, studied there too. Now I’ve come back to where I started. A job. Some free-lance work. Whatever I can find. A place to live.”

She saw his eyes travel over her clothing, her well-cared-for person, and lifted a hand. “I’m twenty-one,” she said. “It’s time for me to make my own way. Life doesn’t owe anyone a living.”

“I see,” he said, and she liked the look she saw on his face, a look of respect. “I have good training,” she explained. “Now it’s time for me to put it to use. But enough about me. Was your trip business or pleasure?”

“Business,” he said. “I’m in import-export, I travel frequently. Sometimes my family goes with me, this time they didn’t. I have a daughter your age, and a son who’s married. I’m, in fact, a grandfather. I’m not sure I like being one. I suppose none of us likes to get old.”

“You’re not old at all.”

“Thanks for the compliment; I’ll treasure it.”

They approached the bridge. “Have you decided where to stay?” the man asked.

“The Plaza. You said you had a soft spot for it, so the Plaza, then. You see, I’m a bit bewildered. I didn’t think I’d feel so … so lost. But I do.” She turned away and looked out the window, at the drab industrial buildings of Queens. “There were all those people at the airport,” she said. “Arms stretched out, and glad faces. Coming home and being met with tears and laughter and flowers. It made me — ”

“I can understand,” he said.

“You seem to understand,” she said steadily. “And I’ll never forget you, or how you came to my aid. I can’t thank you enough.”

“The pleasure’s mine,” he said, warmly. “My name’s Nelson Crawford, and I’d like very much to know yours.”

“I’m Margo Brand.”

They headed west, and the city lights were winking now. Tall buildings, taller than Margo remembered, looming against the evening sky. Glass and steel, intimidating. Wonderingly, she said, “It looks so different. I didn’t remember it like this.”

“It is different,” Mr. Crawford said gravely. “It’s different every year, every month.”

“I’ll have to get used to it.”

“I’m not used to it. It’s grown beyond me. Left me behind, if you will.” They came to Park Avenue and she peered out the window, looking south. “What’s that?” she asked, pointing.

“The Pan Am Building. An eyesore? Only one of many. I’ll retire one of these days, go to Mallorca or some such place. I’ll be happy to shake the dust of this misbegotten city off my — ” He apologized a moment later. “Excuse me,” he said contritely. “Don’t let me discourage you. It’s your city now, you young people. I’m sorry to have sounded off. Well, my dear, here we are.”

They came to the lovely square just off 59th Street, facing the well-lit and hospitable hotel. Mr. Crawford leaned forward. “We’ll get out here,” he said, and fished in his wallet for a bill. “There you are,” he said, “don’t bother about the change, keep it.”

“Thank you, sir,” the cab driver said.

A porter dashed out of the hotel, dragging the suitcases from the trunk of the cab. A party of people dressed for an evening abroad came down the steps, headed for the parked taxi. “Hey, there …”

The lobby was pleasant and spacious. Mr. Crawford, at the desk, said the young lady wished a room with bath.

“For how long a stay?” the desk clerk asked.

“Indefinitely,” Margo said.

He consulted a room schedule. “I could give you a single with bath on the fourteenth floor. Twenty-seven dollars a day.”

“Nothing less expensive?” Mr. Crawford asked.

“It’s all right,” Margo said.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes, it’s fine.” She got out her traveler’s checks and paid a week’s rent in advance.

“Call if you need help,” Mr. Crawford said.

“Oh no, everything’s fine. My parents are very well-to-do. I’m only twenty-one, they’re still responsible for me. It’s my pride, you understand. I’m eager to be on my own. Meanwhile I have to accept their largesse.”

“Where are your parents?” Mr. Crawford asked.

“In the East, doing research,” she said. “I haven’t seen them for ten years.”

“For ten years?” he repeated, looking hard at her.

“Except for a day here and a day there. They’re a well-known team of writers. You see, Mr. Crawford, I was an accident. They never wanted to have a child. They didn’t need a child. I was only an embarrassment to them. I accepted that long ago. I’m sure you’re in a hurry to get home to your family, Mr. Crawford, but before you go may I buy you a drink? I’d rather give you emeralds, but I’m afraid all the jewelry stores are closed. I wouldn’t take up much of your time, but it would give me pleasure to … to buy you a drink.”

“No no, I’ll buy you a drink,” he said, touched to the quick. “It isn’t often I’m in the company of such a pretty girl.” And over her protests he marched her back to one of the small salons and ordered champagne cocktails. “Unless you’d rather have something else?” he asked her.

“No no … but I do want to be host, Mr. Crawford.”

He smiled, patted her hand, and was so deft at drawing her out that she told him a great deal about herself. “My parents? They’re achievers, they travel all over the globe. I’m sorry I said that about my being an accident, it sounded cheap and cruel. I don’t blame them one bit, they’re so busy, and so famous.”

She looked up. “And very, very much in love with each other.”

And with themselves, Mr. Crawford thought, unable to imagine casting off his own daughter like some second-hand bit of goods. He looked across at the lovely, fresh face of the girl opposite him and thought, This child was given everything … and nothing.

“Actually, I had a very happy childhood,” she said, as if she sensed his unspoken criticisms. “I spent many, many summers with a wonderful woman, and I must call her, now I’m back.”

“Who’s that?” Mr. Crawford asked.

“My aunt. Godmother and aunt. Victoria Brand. If anyone cares about me, she does.”

“Tell me about her,” he prompted. “Where does she live?”

“In a small country town, upstate, very pretty, you know, the hinterlands. All sorts of things going on up there, hexes and feuds and inbreeding and, like Salem, once witches were burned at the stake. I like it, have always liked it, because it makes me think of the beginnings of this country, and it’s changed so little. I spent my summers there when I was a kid, and my Aunt Vicky practically brought me up. Her house is very historic, a landmark in the region; people come from all over to see it. It was wonderful for me as a child, I felt a part of history.”

“I’m sure your aunt can’t wait to hear from you.”

“She doesn’t expect me back until autumn. She’ll be very astonished. I hope she won’t have a heart attack when she hears my voice.”

“Why a heart attack?”

“She’s not young any more. Well, actually, she’s my great-aunt. She’s in her … I guess eighties by now.”

“Rather than a heart attack, she’ll undoubtedly start polishing the family silver,” Mr. Crawford said with a broad smile. “That’s what these landowners do for the returned prodigal, isn’t it? And dust cobwebs off vintage wines …”

He was rewarded with a tinkling laugh. “I suppose,” she said, chuckling. “She’ll order everyone about and stalk through the house seeing that the antimicassars are in place, the old dear. I wish I had everything settled, so I could dash right up and be cosseted. But I must see to living quarters, and about a job … oh, no thanks, not another drink, this was lovely. And won’t you let me treat? I have no other way to thank you for your kindness … for …”

She broke off. There was the sheen of tears behind the bewitching eyes. Then after a short silence she said composedly, “For welcoming me home. As if I had conjured you up out of a bottle, a genie, a hand in mine, just when I needed it.”

He was very much moved. Passing this beautiful girl on the street anyone would think, Lucky creature, with everything going for her …

“You’ll be all right?” he asked, back in the lobby again.

“Just fine. You took the sting out of … well, out of — ”

In a kind of insane moment, like some Latin gigolo, he picked up her hand and kissed it. Feeling a little foolish, a little dotty. And then he went out and hailed a taxi, rather set-up and jaunty. It was a small adventure.

A man my age doesn’t have many small adventures, he told himself, directing the driver to his Upper East Side address.

And oh, she had such fathomless eyes …

I should have given her my telephone number, he thought, starting to worry. All alone, a stranger in this complex city …

Yet an inner voice told him that the tall girl with the wheat-colored hair would make it on her own. That there was a kind of steely strength underneath that soft, feminine exterior. And, peeling off some bills to pay the cab driver, he climbed out and let himself into the lighted brownstone.

“Margaret?” he called. “Margaret. I’m home. I’m home, dear.”

				• • •

				Her room was pleasant, lamp-lit, the bed turned down. She opened her overnight case, took out the necessary items, smoked a cigarette and then prepared for the night. A bath, her teeth brushed, and into a gauzy nightgown. She turned off the light, but the room was not really dark, the lights of Manhattan winking, blinking. She turned over, away from the window, facing the wall.

It was an old hotel, solidly built, but still there were sounds in the corridor, a buzz of voices, doors opening and closing. I’m too tired to sleep, she thought, but then she slept, and it was the gold of the new day that woke her. Disoriented, she had a moment of panic. Where was she?

And then she remembered. She was in New York City, at the Hotel Plaza, on her own, and in a city she had last seen thirteen years ago. How will it treat me? she wondered, and then she fell asleep again, simply to prolong the moment when she would have to get up and face the world, this new world from long ago, the forgotten city where she had been born; the strange, lost place where she had opened her eyes once upon a time. Babylon revisited.

				• • •

				At ten she called Cranford. She waited, fidgeting with the desk blotter, listening to the ringing. Her heart beat faster as she heard the strong, vibrant, cheerful voice of her aunt.

“This is Victoria Brand.”

“This is Margo Brand,” her niece said.

There was a short silence and then, “Margo? Margo!”

“Yes, it’s me. I’ve returned to the land of my birth. And I must say it staggers me. What happened?”

“What d’you mean?”

“It’s unrecognizable.”

“Oh, you’re talking about Manhattan,” Victoria said. “As to that, I wouldn’t know, you couldn’t get me there under any kind of duress. Here, where I live, it’s the same as always. I shall expect you tomorrow.”

“Nothing I’d like better; however — ”

“You just get out of that miserable Sodom and Gomorrah and come. Why, Margo, this is such a surprise! I had your last letter, I didn’t expect to see you until Fall. That was what you said.”

“I changed my mind. My course was finished, and I thought I’d better get it over with; coming home, I mean. I knew it would be difficult, not to say traumatic, and it is. Anyway. I’ll do a bit of looking around for a flat, and tap some resources for a job. Let’s say I’ll be up sometime next week, okay?”

“My dear child, you have wealthy parents, why kill yourself?”

“Have to stand on my own feet sometime.”

“After all, you’re only nineteen.”

“No, I’m twenty-one.”

“You’re to be here tomorrow, and that’s an order.”

“I’d love to, but give me a week, please. It’s compulsive, perhaps, but I yearn to find a place to live, and show my folio to some studios. Let’s say I’ll be in Cranford in a week or ten days; how’s that?”

“Well, you seem to have become a strong-willed young person.”

“I’ve had to. I love you, Aunt Vick, I can’t wait to see you, and in the meantime wish me luck. I know you do, but say it, won’t you?”

“I wish you luck,” her aunt said dutifully. “Where are you staying, for heaven’s sake?”

“At a hotel. All very comfy and pleasant.”

“You’re too young to be — ”

“I was never young,” Margo said lightly. “But let it go. Don’t worry, I’ve my wits about me, and I’ll take the town by storm. Just fix up my old room, so that I can be thinking about it, and I’ll see you soon, my dear darling. I’ll buy a little second-hand car and when I get there I’ll take you for long drives. We’ll have Lucullan lunches at country inns. Do you suppose you’ll recognize me?”

“I’d know those violet eyes anywhere,” her aunt said rather huskily, and they said good-bye, after which Margo sat at the window, feeling much better. Now that I’ve talked to her, she thought. That wonderful woman who had never married, never given life to a child, never known the protection of a man, and who yet had done so much for so many unfortunates. If ever anyone deserved canonization it was Victoria Brand. She was unrenowned, a simple countrywoman, but in the secret annals of mankind her name would be written in shining gold, emblazoned forever on the screen of God’s truth.

				• • •

				There were plenty of three-hundred-dollar apartments to be had; it was Margo’s intention to find one for about a hundred and sixty. “I’m afraid we have nothing to offer in that price range,” various agents said regretfully. “Perhaps in Astoria or Jackson Heights.”

“Oh no, it has to be in Manhattan.”

She took her folio to this studio and that one. The comments were flattering. “You’ll hear from us,” she was told. “Things will be opening up in the autumn.”

“But I need a job now.”

“The summer is always a bad time.”

She cabled her parents. NEED FUNDS, JOB NOT EASY TO FIND.

Four days later there was a check for three thousand dollars. “This should see you through,” was the accompanying message. “Daddy and I accomplishing much. Love from us both.”

She went to a second-hand dealer and bought a small, peach-colored Impala. At the hotel desk she squared her bill, loaded her bags in the trunk and back seat, tipped the porter who had helped her, and drove off. I accomplished nothing, she told herself, angry and disgusted. All she had done was wear out shoe leather. What did less fortunate people do? She stopped off for bacon and eggs at a Howard Johnsons, then got in the car again. A bee buzzed in the rear seat of the car. She slapped at it, and cut into the Hutchison River Parkway.

Her destination was just short of two hundred miles. It was a leisurely drive, the day sunny, with a rare blue sky and a gentle breeze coming in through the car windows. At Poughkeepsie she found a parking place, had a hamburger and a beer and then, about twenty-odd miles from Cranford, went into a joint and ordered a martini.

She sat there drinking, remembering all sorts of things, remembering Switzerland and the French Riviera, and Cannes, and the Haute Savoie and a little ciudad in Spain, where she had her first real love affair. Jose had been dashing and assertive, had been her chauffeur on a trip through Andalusia. Quick, fleeting … but memorable. “I won’t forget you, Senorita.”

“Nor I you, Jose.”

At the Seville airport he had brought her flowers. “Must you go?” he had asked, and she smiled and said,

“Thank you, how wonderful it was to know you, amigo.”

And then, presumably, he had found some other American girl to dazzle with his dark, velvety eyes, but she hadn’t begrudged him, not for a moment. He had given her what she had needed at the time; it was enough. I’ve lived, you know, a rather unusual life, she thought, and remembered one evening in Granada. They had gone to a small outdoor cafe, sipped Sangria and cracked lobsters, and on the way back to her hotel, the Fenix, he had kissed her in a quiet back street. “Yo te amo,” Jose had said, and it had led to more serious things. She would never forget him, but then she would never forget many things: the Lac Leman, the Seine and the Loire, the Gaudi houses in Barcelona, and the Cathedral at Nantes. Her mind traveled back to Arles, in the Midi of France, with the antique shops, the butter-colored pottery on shelves, and the Piazza Grande in Venice, the canals of Amsterdam.

But you had to come home some time.

Even if it hurt, even if it hurt.

The waiter saw that her drink was gone. He came over and asked if she wanted another, and perhaps some antipasto? “I’m really not hungry,” she said, but he smiled encouragingly at her, said she was too thin and should eat, and came back a few minutes later with a glorious plate of anchovies and tomatoes and red peppers and artichoke hearts. Fringed celery stalks, very fancy, and carrot sticks and radishes made into little flowers.

“You must eat,” he said solicitously. “Put some meat on those bones, you’re too thin, young lady.”

“It does look good,” she said, and forked it up, while he stayed on and talked.

“You are from New York City?”

“Only recently.”

“Ah?”

“I’ve lived abroad for quite a few years, I’ve just come back.”

“Abroad?” he asked eagerly. “In Italy, perhaps?”

“Yes, Italy too.”

“Where in Italy?”

“Florence, Rome, Amalfi, Napoli, Palermo … just about — ”

“Palermo? I was born there!”

“Were you, really.”

“Yes, beautiful, si?”

“Very beautiful.”

“I go back to visit some day.”

“You’ll love it, I did.”

“Tell me,” he said, leaning forward.

“Italy is wonderful.”

“Then this year maybe I go back,” he said fervently. “I have family there. Good people, simple people. You liked it, you say?”

“Oh yes, very, very much.”

“My partner, he’s not here now, but he is Neopolitan. You were in Napoli?”

“For ten days. A bewitching city.”

“I’ll tell him. What hotel?” he asked, briskly.

“At the top of the hill, Parker’s. All Naples was spread at my feet.”

He rolled his eyes. “I too know Napoli. There was a girl there. I’ll tell Rudi you were there. My wife and I met at La Spezia, on a holiday. You went there?”

“No, not there. Tell me about it.”

“Bella, bella. Overlooking the town is the medieval castle of San Giorgio. We were staying at the Piazzo San Giorgio, a second class hotel, but very pretty, very nice. Our mothers were with us, we eyed each other in the dining room, and soon we spoke. The match was approved. She is Sicilian too. We walked out together, the rest following us, pretending to be looking for field flowers, very funny it was. The first time we kissed was on our marriage day. She had a body like a rose, small, delicate, very beautiful. Now we’re not young, but I can’t forget. Maybe we go back this year, maybe next year. Anyway, some time. Very expensive, I’m afraid?”

“Not all that much.”

“And much sun,” he said wistfully. “Here fog and rain, a really lousy climate, you agree? No real summer, no glorious sun. What are you doing here, if you spent years over there, Signorina? Why did you leave? To come back here?”

“This is home,” she said simply. “I had a European education, and now I’ve come home.”

“Imagine it,” he said admiringly. “You left all that beauty and came back. Said good-bye to the sun and came back. Where are you going, Signorina?”

She said Cranford, it was just a dot on the map, about twenty miles or so from here.

“I know it,” he told her. “There was a summer camp there. For the kids. It’s gone now, but it was nice, all those years ago.”

“I remember it,” she said, and told him that she had lived in Cranford as a child, that she had a relative there.

“My Aunt Victoria,” she said.

He stood by her chair. “You don’t mean Miss Victoria Brand?” he asked.

“Yes. Yes, that’s right.”

“That big old house?”

“It’s a very large house; you know it, then? The Brand House. I’m Margo Brand.”

“Are you?” he said, and sat down, playing with a toothpick. There was an odd look on his face. He hesitated, and then said, “So you’re a relation of the lady who died?”

“Who what?” She stared at him.

He put the toothpick in his mouth and chewed on it. “The reason I know so much about it, my sister used to teach school in Milletsville, about nine miles from Cranford. Your aunt was a trustee of the school. Everyone thought a lot about her. I know when my sister saw the notice in the paper last week she was quite upset.” He went on slowly and deliberately, looking closely at her. “I understand she was a fine woman.”

Margo put her glass down on the table. “Was?” she asked incredulously. “What notice are you talking about?”

There was a brief silence. Then he said, shrugging his shoulders as if in apology, “The death notice, the obit.”

For a moment she felt faint. It was like an incredible dream. Then she rallied. “Are you telling me my Aunt Vicky is dead?” she asked quietly and he said yes, he thought it was Tuesday. She picked up her drink and looked at it, then put it down again. She saw his eyes: he knew he had just delivered a bombshell.

“You’re okay?” he asked anxiously, and she said yes, thank you, and he refused to charge her for what she had eaten and drunk. “Libero,” he told her, waving a decisive hand. “Buona fortuna, Signorina.”

At the door he kissed her hand, and she got into the car again. Trying not to think, she drove the miles. That waiter … was it really true, or was she simply dreaming? “You’re to be here tomorrow,” Aunt Vicky had said … how many days ago?

There must be some mistake. She would drive up the path to the house and Aunt Vicky would come across the lawn and scold her. “Whatever took you so long?”

The sky had turned slatey and, an hour ago, with mackerel clouds scudding swiftly, the day had darkened. Now the downpour started, first just a few fat drops and then, like a cloudburst, an inundation. The trees bowed in the wind and the road was slippery. The windshield wipers swished back and forth, the car became steamy in the summer heat. She missed the turn-off at Roundsville, had to go back. I need this like a hole in the head, she thought, tightly, and then saw the tiny Main Street of Cranford just up ahead.

It really got to her then. Cranford meant a woman who had been everything to her in her formative years. If that woman was really dead nothing would ever be the same again. These familiar shops and stores: Elliott’s Pharmacy, where they called her Margie, where for as long as she could remember, Bennie the soda clerk had brazenly dropped in two scoops for the price of one. The Post Office, where Sam Clive had instructed her in local history. The newspaper building, modest and one-storied, where Cletus Brown had given her her first smell of printer’s ink.

She passed through the miniscule village and headed for Horseneck Lane, at the top of which the great old mansion stood high on a hill. And at that moment the heavens opened. There were now sheets of rain, so torrential that it was impossible to navigate a car. There was nothing to do but stop and wait, mopping her damp forehead. The rain came down in a blinding sheet, and she lit a cigarette, half out of her mind. Why must she sit here and wait … must everything go against her? So near and yet so far …

She drummed her fingers on the dashboard. “Will you stop this damned, infernal rain?” she cried, and ground her cigarette out in the tray. “I do not choose to be a prisoner, sitting here waiting, waiting.

“I do not choose …” she said viciously, and at a break in the downpour drove on again. A quarter of a mile later she was at the entrance to the estate. From here one could see the house, outlined against the sky, standing like a fortress, surrounded by its tall pines. There was nothing else on that hill, only that great old house, red Georgian brick.

It was a spectacular sight, awesome really. It could be a beautiful sight, when the sun hit the soft pink-red brick, the slender, shuttered windows, the three jutting dormers below the mansard roof and the two high chimneys at either end.

Or it could seem forbidding, as it did today, standing alone in the lashing rain, its brick turned the color of clotted blood. It was the first time Margo had thought of it in those terms but, staring up, she wanted to turn around and leave it in the distance. Because it seemed, suddenly, empty and forsaken, a ghost house. Dominating the landscape, it looked cruel and hard, timeless and impersonal, wicked, even. It seemed to say that no matter what person died and left its old walls, that was of no import, that time and tide made no mark on it, that it belonged to the ages and would stand, outlined against the sky, forever.

I don’t want to go in there, Margo thought, chilled. She didn’t want to drive the short distance left and go inside. She had never thought of it as a heartless house, but she did now. She cut the motor and stared. The great portico, with its Ionic columns, was severe and classic, and in this driving rain it was almost impossible to picture people strolling back and forth on the stone veranda, women in silken dresses and the scent of gardenia and muguet des bois, or men in smart morning clothes with spanking white ascots. Summer parties, and gardens adorned with Japanese lanterns, voices laughing.

There had been all that, but it was as if her imagination only led her to believe it. The rain swept over the green grass and the trees bowed in the wind. The house was dead, she decided, just a cold, elegant stone edifice without a heart. It belonged to history and to the ages, was almost as old as the country itself. She heard her aunt’s voice.

“A band of English pioneers in 1659, following the lordly Hudson upstream in search of fertile lands, paused when they reached a place where the river seemed to linger to embrace the Sterling intervale. One of these men was an ancestor of mine, William Gaylord Brand, and upon this site he erected a small farmhouse and barn. It was more than fifteen years later that, prospering, he started to build the present house, Brand Manor, and in the year 1674 installed his wife, his sons and daughters and his household pets in this lovely Georgian home. In the family archives is a “true copy” of his will in his fine copperplate hand: I do make and ordain my eldest son Aaron and my youngest son Noah to be sole Executors of my last Will and Testament, confiding in their faithfulness, and desiring them and all the rest of my Loving Children to study Peace and Live in Love and Unity, and the God of Peace be with you.”

That tall, handsome woman, leading the way as she showed paying members of the New York State Historical Society through the house. “This cherry highboy was brought from Salem by Abigail Summers as part of her dowry. Note the Queen Anne legs. The portraits on the left of the hall are of Lucinda Phelps, from Greenfield, the bride of Nathaniel Brand, and the young son of that issue, James Lincoln Brand, my father.”

There was a flash of lightning, a roll of thunder, and then the heavens opened again. The house itself was obscured by the storm. Putting the car into gear again Margo zoomed up the graveled driveway, squinting against the rain, and parked just outside the columned veranda. As she climbed out of the little Impala a jagged streak of lightning yellowed the sky, and the old house stood out in bold relief, beautiful, stern, wonderfully proportioned, graceful in its stark setting, as impregnable as any citadel. She dashed across the lawn and up the stone steps, shaking herself as she reached the entrance door, with its exquisite fanlight. Trembling, she stood there, unwilling to press the bell. Unwilling …

Because the hand which opened that door would not, could not be the hand of Victoria Brand. That hand was stilled forever. Margo would never lay eyes on that sweet face again, or rest her head on that comforting shoulder, or confide in that listening ear.

She’s dead, Margo thought, she’s dead. I can’t believe it, but she’s dead. There was an apocalyptic crash of thunder and she quickly put her hand on the doorbell. I was too late, she thought, despairing. While I was house-hunting and looking for a job, Aunt Vicky died.

And she would never forgive herself.

Too little and too late.


CHAPTER TWO

The person who answered her ring was Pompey, her aunt’s butler, houseman, chief cook, and bottle washer. “So it’s you at last,” he said, trying for a cheery smile. “Some day, ain’t it? Come in quick, come in and dry off.”

“Pompey, is it true?”

“You heard about it?”

“I stopped off at Dalton for a drink. The owner of the place said — ”

“She died last Tuesday, Miss Margo. We tried to get ahold of you, didn’t know where you were, though.”

“I’m glad you didn’t have to tell me,” she said. “You must have been dreading that.”

“Was I ever,” he said. “First thing I thought of every morning … how’m I going to tell that girl?” He shook his head. “Pictured you flying in here, all smiles and laughing and calling for her, ‘Where are you, Aunt Vicky, I’m here …’ “ He cleared his throat and yanked open the door. “I’ll get your bags and then fix you a drink.”

“I’ll help you with the bags.”

“You ain’t going out in that rain again.” He spanked her lightly on her bottom and dashed out. She stood in the airy, gracious entrance hall, every detail of which was drawn indelibly on her mind … the maple chests, golden in color even on this dark day, flanking the two opposite walls, the portraits of Brand ancestors, the Georgian mirror and the bull’s-eye mirror, the delicate little Queen Anne table with a pewter tray for calling cards.

The central staircase, an unusual feature for a house of this period, had forty steps due to the height of the ceilings on the ground floor. She used to slide down one banister and then the other, saying, “Geronimo!”

She was alone and unheard, and she whispered what Pompey had pictured her calling out, what indeed she would have called out if she hadn’t stopped off in Dalton for that drink, if she hadn’t heard the news beforehand.

“I’m here, Aunt Vicky, I’m here. Where are you, I’m here …”

But there was no answering voice. There was no sound at all except for that of the door banging shut as the wind caught it, and Pompey kicking at it to be let in. He was soaked to the skin, his shirt clinging to his chest. “Whew,” he said, dropping the bags. “This beats all, this rain today.”

He wiped his streaming head with a handkerchief. “Now I make us a drink.”

“Take your shirt off,” she ordered. “I’m of age, don’t worry about me. Get that wet thing off you.”

“Nothing much to see anyway,” he said, shedding the dripping garment. “An old man’s body.”

“You’ve scarcely changed at all,” she protested, and it was true. He was lean and fit, no protruding belly, and his hair had been gray when she had last seen him. It was still threaded with black. He was a strong, tall man who had worked hard all his life, the son of a man whose father had been a slave. He was a magnificent old man. They sat and drank, close to each other on a camel-back sofa. He had been liberal with the gin: the drinks were potent, therapeutic. She began to relax, actually heard her own released sigh. “Feeling better?” Pompey asked, watching her face.
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