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To everyone who listens for whispers
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Foreword
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As is sometimes pointed out to me, and as I freely acknowledge, there are certain themes that have repeated themselves in several of my books; one of them being the importance of a big, old, mysterious house as the setting, and sometimes almost as a character in the story. It’s true. I confess. Of my forty-some books I can think of quite a few in which a big, old house plays an important role.

Why? I can’t really say, except that in my real unfictionalized life, I’ve always been fascinated by big, old houses. In fact, I’ve lived in a couple. However, I’ve recently decided that enough is enough. I would allow myself just one more big, old house. And that’s it!

So here it is. The biggest, oldest, and most mysterious house of all. In fact, the big, old house story to end all big, old house stories. It’s a promise.
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Chapter One
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On a warm summer morning in the not-so-distant past, a twelve-year-old boy woke up in a large octagonal room at the top of a tower, and for a startled moment wondered where he was. Dazzled by the bright sunshine that slanted in through the surrounding circle of windows, he sat up quickly, blinking his eyes and shaking his head. But then, of course, he remembered. He remembered that he, Harleigh J. Weatherby the Fourth, was in his own bed, in a room that he had only recently claimed as his own private territory.

His choice of the once famous Weatherby Aerie was part of a larger decision to stop letting other people tell him exactly what he was going to do with his life, and how and where he was going to do it. Having come to that conclusion, he had inspected, and decided against, a number of large impressive bedrooms on the second floor of Weatherby House—grand suites that included dressing rooms and large, hopelessly old-fashioned bathrooms. He’d even explored the mostly abandoned east wing, where some early Weatherbys had once conducted various family businesses. But he’d found the impersonal offices and dark and dismal conference rooms not particularly inviting.

In making his final choice, he’d rejected not only some interesting possibilities but, more importantly, the advice of certain members of the Weatherby family. His great-aunt Adelaide in particular, who had insisted that the tower room, or the Aerie, as it had been called when she was a girl, was too isolated, and the climb would be far too much for Harleigh so soon after his surgery.

It was the mention of the surgery that did it, that set his decision in stone, so to speak. Moving to the tower had been only one of several possibilities until then, but when Aunt Adelaide brought up that stupid, useless operation it reminded Harleigh that he had finished letting other people influence his most important decisions. From now on he would decide where he wanted to live, as well as how, and this time nothing any of them could say would make any difference.

All right, he had more or less agreed to allow the doctors to do that “one last” experiment on his heart, but only because they (his father, Aunt Adelaide, and any number of doctors) had promised that this one last surgery really would make him start to grow. But, as usual, it was a lie. All those aches and pains and long, boring hours in bed and now, four months later, he—the last direct descendant of the builder of the famous Weatherby mansion—was still, at the age of twelve, about the size of your average six-year-old.

Still sitting up in bed, Harleigh shrugged, unclenched his teeth, and reminded himself that he didn’t care. Not any longer. Not since he’d come to the conclusion that physical size didn’t have anything to do with winning or losing, and that someday he, Harleigh the Fourth, was going to be just as strong and powerful as his famous ancestor. Just as powerful as that first Harleigh J. Weatherby, who, more than a hundred years ago, had made a huge amount of money and then decided to settle down in the small town of Riverbend and build a castle.

Which is exactly what he did. He built and built and went on building. And even now, when most of the Weatherbys were either dead or old and unimportant, that first Harleigh’s enormous castle was still there. Perhaps a little dilapidated and old-fashioned in some places, but in many ways as grand and impressive as ever.

And someday he, Harleigh the Fourth, would hire crews of carpenters and squads of stonemasons to repair and modernize the house, and hundreds of gardeners to replant its famous gardens. And then, no matter how tall he was, everyone in Weatherby House, along with all the citizens of Riverbend, would have to look up to him.

That would show them! All of them—including his father and the other Weatherbys who had forced him to go on being the heart surgeons’ favorite guinea pig, simply because it embarrassed them that a direct-descendant Weatherby could be so small for his age. And as for certain smart-mouthed people who’d been in his class when he’d spent those two terrible years in the Riverbend public schools—he’d show them, too.

Sliding out of bed, Harleigh Four stomped across the floor to the nearest window and, standing on tiptoe, looked down to where Weatherby House stretched out far and away to the east and to the west like an endless range of mountains, punctuated by turrets and towers and decorated here and there by clusters of fancy chimneys. A mansion so large that a newspaper reporter had once described it as being as grand as Buckingham Palace and as endless as the Great Wall of China. And all of it, all of Weatherby House, would someday belong to him, Harleigh J. Weatherby the Fourth.

Turning away from the window, Harleigh squared his shoulders and inspected his new living quarters critically, but with some satisfaction. The huge eight-sided room, with its ornate tile floor and thick stone walls, made an impressive, if rather barren, bedroom. Besides his narrow bed, the only furniture was a row of marble-topped cabinets, where servants had once set out food and drink for gatherings of long-gone Weatherbys and their guests, who had managed the steep climb in order to watch a famous Weatherby sunset.

His inspection completed, Harleigh selected a pair of khaki shorts, his usual summertime costume, from one of the cabinets, and picking up some other articles of clothing from where he’d dropped them the night before, he headed for the landing and the long winding stairs that led down to the third floor.

In spite of Aunt Adelaide’s warnings, he’d never had any problem with the stairs. That last operation, the one that certainly hadn’t made him start to grow, did seem to have made a difference in his energy level. And as for the isolation Aunt Adelaide worried about—the privacy, that is—he really enjoyed it. The tower was his now, and if no one else at Weatherby House had the strength and stamina to intrude on his private space, so much the better.

After tromping noisily down two circular flights of clattering iron stairs and stopping briefly at an old-fashioned but more or less functional third-floor bathroom, he ran the full length of the third-floor ballroom, yelling as he went to set off its surging echoes. Still at high speed, he galloped down a grand, and then a grander, flight of marble stairs, whistled as he made his way through the long, narrow dining hall where enormous portraits of long-gone Weatherbys stared down disapprovingly, slowed to a trot through the elaborate butler’s pantry, and finally burst out through the swinging doors that led to the huge central kitchen where, nowadays, almost all family meals were not only cooked but also served and eaten.

The usual people were there to notice Harleigh’s energetic entrance, and possibly realize how wrong they’d been when they’d suggested that sleeping in a tower could be dangerous to your health. Only three people, actually, because, not being a Weatherby, Matilda the cook didn’t count.

Great-Aunt Adelaide was there, of course, accompanied and waited on as always by Cousin Josephine. And, at the other end of the table, Uncle Edgar. Uncle Edgar wasn’t exactly Harleigh’s uncle, and Josephine was something like a second cousin twice removed, but it was Aunt Adelaide who insisted on such family titles. Insisted, according to Uncle Edgar, because the titles emphasized the fact that everyone who lived in Weatherby House had to be a Weatherby in one way or another, or she wouldn’t have allowed them to be there.

Cousin Josephine was there in the kitchen, because it was her job to get Adelaide the Great up, dressed, and into her wheelchair. And big, bulky Uncle Edgar was there to eat as much of Matilda’s cooking as possible.

One of Aunt Adelaide’s strict rules was that Matilda cooked only for direct descendants, and neither Cousin Josephine nor Uncle Edgar were all that direct. But since Cousin Josephine was Aunt Adelaide’s nurse and companion, and Uncle Edgar was Harleigh Four’s tutor, they managed to be exceptions to the rule. The only other really direct descendant, Harleigh Four’s father, Harleigh the Third, wasn’t there—as usual.

Some of the other Weatherby odds and ends, such as Cousin Alden, who was Josephine’s husband, and Cousin A. J., who was (or had once been) a law student, sometimes cooked and ate in the enormous kitchen; but they had to cook their own food and try to keep out of Matilda’s way. There were, of course, other much smaller kitchens here and there in the more distant ells and wings of the house, where at least a dozen less directly descended Weatherbys had to make do.

But today Harleigh Four’s dramatic entrance was witnessed only by Great-Aunt Adelaide and Josephine, and to some extent by Uncle Edgar, whose attention was mainly focused on a plateful of Matilda’s Belgian waffles. They all looked up when Harleigh burst through the swinging door, but except for a grunt from Uncle Edgar, there wasn’t much in the way of a greeting. And if anyone noticed that Harleigh Four was not at all out of breath, they didn’t bother to mention it.

In fact, no one seemed to be in a talkative mood, and Uncle Edgar had finished his third waffle before Harleigh heard the good news: There would be no lessons that morning, because his tutor “wasn’t feeling up to it.”

As Uncle Edgar hoisted himself out of his chair and lumbered toward the door, Aunt Adelaide said, “Oh, I am sorry, Edgar. I do hope all those waffles weren’t too much for your poor overworked digestive system.” Aunt Adelaide was smiling, but as usual, her sharp-toothed smile was almost more threatening than her frown. But if Harleigh Four was hoping for an entertaining argument, it didn’t happen. Not this time.

Instead, Uncle Edgar only grinned sarcastically and said, “I didn’t say I was ill, Aunt Adelaide. What I don’t feel up to is shutting myself and the boy up in that dark dungeon on such a beautiful morning.”

Harleigh knew what he was referring to, and he agreed, more or less. While he had always admired the dark, impressive grandeur of the Weatherby House library, he had to admit it was rather dim and gloomy.

Uncle Edgar did a sideways nod in Harleigh’s direction. “Scoot, boy,” he said. “Get out into the sunshine before I lose this argument and we get sentenced to . . .”

Harleigh didn’t wait to hear the rest. A split second later he was scooting across the main courtyard, circling the dry fishpond and the huge shabby gazebo, on his way to escape into the overgrown jungle that had once been the famous Weatherby House Gardens.

He headed first to his most recent discovery, the sad remains of what had been a formal Italian garden, where a circle of weather-stained gods and goddesses ringed a leaf-cluttered depression—all that remained of a large tile-lined pool where a marble dolphin had once spouted a stream of water high into the air.

The Italian garden was a new find because, until a few weeks ago, Harleigh had rarely ventured much beyond the paved courtyard of Weatherby House. But since his strength and energy had begun to improve, he’d been going farther into the garden every day. He’d already made several interesting discoveries, but he’d not yet found the one thing he’d been especially looking for—the Weatherby House Maze.

He’d heard about the maze over and over again from Great-Aunt Adelaide, who loved to talk about the famous—or once famous—Weatherby House Gardens. According to her, the yew tree maze had been patterned after an ancient one in England, and it had been the high point of any visit to Weatherby House. Important people, Aunt Adelaide said, used to come from all over the country just to see if they could find their way through the Weatherby maze—which, according to her, very rarely happened. Not that they were lost, never to be seen again; but they weren’t seen again until they were rounded up by Weatherby rescue parties, usually made up of gardeners who knew the way.

Harleigh felt sure that he, however, could easily solve the maze’s mystery, and by doing so he would prove that he, as a directly descended Weatherby, could do just about anything he wanted to. But first he had to find out where it was.

Having made his way through the Italian garden, Harleigh maneuvered around a threatening blackberry hedge and had just pushed his way through a thick stand of bamboo, when he emerged into a clearing that held only one tall tree—and suddenly discovered that he was not alone.
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Chapter Two
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She was hanging from the bottom limb of the towering black walnut tree when he first saw her. He had reached the end of the bamboo patch and was reaching out to shove away the last frond, when he glanced up just in time to see a small human being lose her hold on a limb and drop to the ground at least ten feet below.

It was a long drop. So long that for a startled moment Harleigh thought she might be dead or seriously injured, but before he reached her he could tell that she wasn’t. Not dead, nor even badly hurt, but apparently very frightened. Crouching close to the ground, her eyes wide with fear, she gasped as she stared up at him through tangled strands of straggly hair.

His first impulse was to demand to know who she was, and what she was doing on Weatherby property. Demand, but perhaps not too angrily, because there was a part of him that couldn’t help being pleased with her reaction. He couldn’t remember scaring anyone before, and he rather liked the sensation. In the end, it was she who spoke first.

In a small, whispery voice she said, “I know who you are. You’re Hardly, aren’t you?”

At that point any sympathy he might have been feeling for the terrorized trespasser vanished. She must have known him, or at least known who he was, when he was attending Riverbend Elementary, where some wise guy had changed Harleigh into Hardly. As in “hardly there at all.” And the name had stuck. He’d let them all know how he hated the nickname, which apparently only made the whole thing more entertaining.

No one had called him Hardly since Adelaide the Great finally, after many arguments and much pleading, accepted his decision to quit school and go back to being tutored at home. But his reaction to the nickname hadn’t changed. Not for a minute. He didn’t, however, remember a girl in any of his classes who had looked like . . . Still examining the trespasser through slitted eyes, he asked, “Were you in my class at Riverbend?”

“I wasn’t in your class,” she said. “But I knew who you were. And I didn’t mean to call you Hardly. It just came out that way. It’s easier to say than Harleigh.”

Well, maybe that explained it. But it didn’t explain what she was doing on Weatherby property. “So.” Harleigh raised his head, looking down his nose at the girl, who was still crouching at his feet like a frightened animal. It was for him an unusual point of view. “So—what are you doing here?” he demanded in an appropriately stern tone of voice. “And how did you get through our fence?”

Still peering at him through her straggly, mouse-colored hair, she slowly got up, but surprisingly, not very far up. Once up on her bare feet, it became apparent that she was quite small. Not much taller than Harleigh himself, and not nearly as sturdily built. Her long, clingy dress, which might once have been part of an evening gown or fancy costume, revealed how small and thin she was.

As if suddenly noticing that she was being inspected, the girl rubbed her hands together in a dusting motion and then did the same to the front of her dress. It didn’t improve her appearance any, but it did seem to give her confidence. She was almost smiling as she turned her attention back to Harleigh and asked, “What did you say about the fence?”

“I asked,” Harleigh said firmly, “how you got through our fence.”

“Not through,” she said. “Over.”

That didn’t explain anything. Harleigh shrugged impatiently. “All right, over. How did you get over our fence?” He couldn’t imagine how that could be true. The high, sword-tipped metal poles that formed the Weatherby fence were, as far as Harleigh knew, absolutely unclimbable by anyone. And certainly not climbable by a small, skinny girl.

She nodded slowly, and then, in a questioning tone of voice, she said, “I flew?”

Harleigh stared for a moment in shocked silence before he snorted and said, “You think I’m going to believe that?”

“No, really,” she said. “I did.” She was definitely smiling now, smiling thoughtfully, her head tipped to one side. “I could show you if you wouldn’t . . .” She paused and then went on. “Are you? Are you going to tell on me?”

“Tell who? Who did you think I might tell?”

She made a sweeping gesture. “The people who live in the castle. There are a lot of them, aren’t there. Why are there so many of them?”

Harleigh sighed impatiently. It was a question he himself had asked without getting an answer that seemed the least bit sensible. So now he was surprised to find himself explaining the situation, as if she somehow had the right to know.

“It was in the will. In this will that Weatherby the First left when he died. I guess a lot of his close relatives had died, and he thought there weren’t enough people living in the house, so he made the will say that any Weatherby descendant could live there, for free. So a lot of them do. The oldest direct descendant gets to run things, but all the descendants can live there for free, as long as they obey the rules.”

The girl nodded. Her deep gray eyes were wide and glowed as if with extreme excitement. “That’s so wonderful,” she whispered. “Oh, I do wish I was one. So, are they all very rich? Did the first Harleigh leave lots of jewels and golden treasure?”

“Golden treasure?” Harleigh snorted again. He had an effective snort, not loud—only a puff of air accompanied by a sharp humph—but it expressed his feelings well, particularly negative ones. “No, of course not. Most of them are really poor or they wouldn’t live there.”

“Oh.” She seemed shocked, unbelieving. “Why wouldn’t they want to live in such a beautiful place?”

Harleigh’s smile was sarcastic. “Some of it’s beautiful, all right. But not all of it. And there are rules. Lots of them. Only poor people would put up with all the rules. Like they can’t have any visitors unless they bring them to meet my great-aunt first and get her okay. The only one who gets to decide things is my great-aunt.”

“And she’s very rich?”

“No. That’s not what I said. She just kind of runs things.” His smile was rueful. “Well, more than kind of, actually. She pretty much controls everything, because she’s the oldest direct descendant. And she also has the Fund.”

“What’s that? What’s a fund?”

“Well, it’s . . .,” Harleigh started before it again occurred to him to wonder why he was talking so much. Why was he discussing things with this strange girl that he’d never discussed with anyone before? Certainly not with anyone who wasn’t a Weatherby. Perhaps it was the way she seemed so enthusiastic, as if everything he said, and the way he said it, was absolutely fascinating.

“Well,” he began again, “the first Harleigh left the Fund. That’s what Aunt Adelaide calls it. It was money that was supposed to take care of the property, like pay the gardeners and maids and people like that. I guess when he was alive it was enough to pay for lots of servants, but now it’s barely enough to pay for two or three. That’s why,” he swung his arms, indicating what lay all around them, “why everything is such a mess.”

“Oh, no,” she said. “It’s not a mess. It’s beautiful just the way it is. That’s why I come here. I love to come here.”

“And you get inside the grounds by”—Harleigh made his curled lip and raised eyebrow say he didn’t believe it for a minute—“by flying?”

She nodded. He was taking her slightly embarrassed smile to be a kind of admission that she wasn’t telling the exact truth, when to his great surprise, she asked, “Do you want to see me do it?”

“To see you fly? Yes. I sure do.” He made another lip twist that said he wasn’t the kind of person who would easily be made a fool of. “That is something I’d really like to see.”

“All right,” she said. She turned as if to go, but then turned back. “And you won’t tell on me? You won’t tell anybody?”

“No,” he said firmly, and felt sure he meant it, without stopping to ask himself why. “No. I won’t tell on you.”

She led the way then, through a tangled jungle of tropical vines, and then past a long wall of thick overgrown hedge. The complicated path went on and on with many turns and twists until, suddenly, there right before them, was the fence—its tall wrought-iron bars topped by a threatening fringe of sharply pointed spears.

Harleigh was still staring at the fence when he realized that she was no longer standing beside him. He turned to see her halfway up the trunk of a tall oak tree that towered over the wall. He’d missed seeing how she got up that far—how in the world she’d managed to make it up the smooth bare trunk to where the first limbs branched out. Continuing to climb, as quick and agile as a monkey, she was hidden for a moment in the crotch of the trunk before she appeared again crawling out on a high limb. As she climbed higher, he lost sight of her now and then as she disappeared behind leafy branches. And then, suddenly, there she was again far overhead as she flew, or seemed to fly, into a tree that grew outside the fence.

But there had been a rope, hadn’t there? She had been swinging from a length of rope, or hadn’t she? He was still staring up toward the place where she had disappeared, wondering and arguing with himself, when there she was, on the ground again, but now, just outside the fence.

“See,” she was saying with her small, narrow face pressed against the iron rods of the fence. “That’s how I do it.” She turned as if to go.

“Wait,” Harleigh said. “I want to talk to you. I want to know . . .”

She turned back once more, but only long enough to wave. “I have to go now,” she called back over her shoulder. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”
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Chapter Three
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In spite of its windowless gloom, the Weatherby House’s library had always been Harleigh Four’s favorite room. Under a high-domed ceiling, its soaring walls supported shelf after shelf of darkly shining wood. Here and there a series of circular stairs led up to narrow balconies, which gave access to even higher rows of shelves. And every shelf was solidly covered by beautifully bound books. So many books and shelves there was barely enough open wall space for the more-than-life-size oil painting of a frowning man sitting, with a book in his lap, on a thronelike chair. The man in the picture was, of course, Harleigh J. Weatherby the First, and in his great-grandson’s opinion the library, of all of the grand Weatherby rooms, was undoubtedly the grandest.

He had to admit, however, that it was a bit gloomy. The famous portrait of Harleigh J. Weatherby the First soared up, from only an inch or so above Harleigh Four’s head, when he measured himself on the wall below it, to just below one of the second-floor balconies, completely covering the only space where there might have been room for a panel of windows.

“Poor architectural planning,” Harleigh Four’s father, Harleigh the Third, liked to say about the library. Harleigh the Third, an architect himself, seemed to spend most of his time criticizing, not only Weatherby House, but also famous buildings all over the world. “Planned for the grand effect,” was one of his favorite comments, “rather than for any useful purpose.”

Harleigh Four didn’t entirely disagree. But, at the same time, he did feel that this kind of picky criticism of Weatherby House didn’t serve any useful purpose. He liked the enormous library just the way it was. So what if it was dark and gloomy. There were plenty of lamps, after all, and if it sometimes felt lonely it was only because . . . well, because nowadays no one was allowed to use the library except Harleigh Four and Uncle Edgar. And, as Uncle Edgar liked to say, when he could get anyone to listen, it was quite likely that no one had ever used it very much.

The very next day after Harleigh Four discovered the “flying” trespasser, Uncle Edgar once again brought up his favorite criticism. The picky one about how little time the original Weatherby must have spent in his glorious library. As Harleigh came into the room that morning, Uncle Edgar was holding up a book called The Iliad and saying, “We have here in this grand room every book you’d expect to find in the library of a well-educated, highly literate person But not a one, except for the ones you and I have been perusing, looks the least bit loved—or even briefly visited. Not a one that seems a little worn or that falls open easily to a favorite page. No, I’m afraid”—Uncle Edgar pointed up at the painting of Harleigh the First—“our famous ancestor was a bit of a fake in more ways than one. All this”—he waved his big arms and then pointed to the portrait—“that book in his lap, and all these beautiful volumes just to make people think he was a well-read man.”
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