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Аннотация
With a brand-new short story featuring Tyler Hawthorne from The Messenger, plus three stories from Eighteen, this is the third of six e-short story collections from New York Times bestselling suspense author Jan Burke.
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1871
TYLER HAWTHORNE WALKED THROUGH THE BUFFALO cemetery in the hours past midnight, his large black dog at his side. Recent reports of grave robbers made the Forest Lawn superintendent glad of his help. When he�d approached the superintendent to offer his aid, the man had believed he was meeting Dr. Tyler Hawthorne III, who was the spit and image of his father, and how the dog bred true as well!
Tyler�s first visit to Buffalo had been in the summer of 1834, as part of a group of doctors who came to the city to volunteer their services during a cholera outbreak. It was a good thing that the superintendent wasn�t around then, for seeing a man who also appeared to be identical to his own �grandfather� might be too much.
The fact that Tyler, who looked twenty-four now, had been born before the end of the previous century, and his dog untold centuries before then, would be held to be impossible by that gentleman.
Tyler was a Messenger, able to take the hand of a person at death�s door and hear thoughts they could not speak. He would then convey these last messages to the person�s loved ones, or to whomever they wished him to give the information. Each also told him where he would next be needed. And so he had returned to Buffalo. He did not age, recovered rapidly from any injury, and other than brief bouts of fever associated with his work, suffered no illness.
The autumn night was mild, a lovely night to stroll through the Forest Lawn Cemetery. This was one of the relatively new �rural cemeteries� in the United States. Although established within large cities, they provided park-like settings for burials. They were a change from the usual practice of burying the dead on one�s own family land, or in a lot next to a church, or a potter�s field. Those traditional burying grounds were thought of as places to be avoided and often became neglected.
The first cemetery created as a pastoral ideal was P�re-Lachaise, established near Paris in 1804, when Tyler was still fully mortal, although he had not visited it until after Waterloo, when he had changed. Tyler had taken Shade there in 1820.
Shade, a cemetery dog, had a special concern for the resting places of the dead and the care of graves. He needed to roam among burial grounds on a regular basis. Tyler and the dog had been together more than half a century now, and while Tyler didn�t fully understand all the complexities of Shade�s needs and powers, he could tell that this new form of cemetery met with the dog�s approval.
P�re-Lachaise had been immediately popular-and imitated. This new form of cemetery had started appearing in the United States in the early 1830s. Buffalo had started this one about twenty years ago, the result of need. In 1849, another cholera epidemic had cost 877 lives here in the city, and although all the dead were interred, it placed a strain on the city�s resources for burial grounds. Two years later, a visionary citizen, attorney Charles E. Clarke, had bought eighty acres of farmland from Erastus Granger and designated it as a cemetery.
Clarke soon bought more land for Forest Lawn and began to make the improvements that created this beautiful park for the dead, a place where the living could come to remember and reflect-or enjoy it as place to ride or stroll, as many did. Unlike the previous practice of only arranging for a burial place at the time of death, lots were purchased in advance. The distinguished gentlemen of the all-volunteer Forest Lawn Cemetery Association ensured that funds collected were used solely for the care and protection of the grounds and enriched no individual.
At this hour, although two other attendants roamed another part of the cemetery, Tyler and Shade were alone in this section of the hilly grounds. Suddenly Shade stiffened. His ears pitched forward and his hackles rose. He gave a low, soft growl.
Tyler came to a halt. Shade protected him, but the dog seldom growled at living beings.
In the next moment, the air was filled with what he at first took to be bats, then saw were small birds, of a type Tyler had never seen so far inland. �Mother Carey�s chickens,� he said, using the sailors� name for them. Storm petrels. �What are they doing here?�
The birds fluttered above him, then a half dozen dropped to the ground before Shade in a small cluster. The scent of the sea rose strongly all about him, as if someone had transported him to the deck of a ship.
Shade stared hard at them as they cheeped frantically, then the dog relaxed into a sitting position.
The other petrels flew away. No sooner had they gone than the six before him were transformed into the ghostly figures of men.
They were forlorn creatures, gray-faced and looking exactly as what they must be, drowned men. Their uniforms proclaimed two as officers, the other four as sailors, all but one of the British navy.
Shade�s demeanor told him that these ghosts-unlike some others-would be no threat to him.
�May I be of help to you?� Tyler asked.
�Captain Hawthorne?� the senior officer asked.
�I believe the rank belongs more rightly to you,� Tyler said. �I was a captain in the British army many years ago, but I sold out after Waterloo.�
�Yes, sir,� the captain said, �I understand. If I may introduce myself to you, I am Captain Redding, formerly of the Royal Navy. Lost at sea in about your-your original time, sir.�
They exchanged bows.
�You are a Messenger?� Captain Redding asked.
�Yes.�
�We are all men who drowned at sea. Many of those in the flock you called �Mother Carey�s chickens� are indeed just that. We come from many nations, taken by that sea witch Mother Carey, yet death has made us all birds of a feather. Little birds tell other little birds news of those such as yourself, and speak of Shade as well.�
The dog gave a slight wag of his tail in acknowledgment.
The captain went on. �The midshipman we bring to you is an American. Hails from here in Buffalo. We approach you on his behalf.� He turned to the man. �Step forward, Midshipman Bailey, and tell the captain your story, for we�ve not much time left.�
�Aye, sir.� The midshipman gave Tyler a small bow. �Thank you, sir. If you would be so kind to visit my sister, who lies dying not far from here. In the asylum, sir. The good one. We�ve all of us in her family done her a grave injustice.� He looked down at his feet. �Many injustices.�
�When were you lost at sea?� Tyler asked gently.
�Eight years ago, sir, in �63. In the War Between the States. Would have done more for my country if Zeb Nador hadn�t pushed me overboard in a storm.�
�Do you ask me to seek justice for you?�
�Not necessary for me, Nador�s in the county jail here and will face trial for murdering someone else. He�ll hang as well for that one as for what he did to me.�
Tyler was about to try to say something to comfort him, unsure what that might be, when one of the other men whispered, �Hurry!�
Midshipman Bailey nodded, then said, �Will you go to her, sir? Her name is Susannah. She needs you tonight. And if you�d tell her Andrew sent you to her, and that she was always the best of his sisters, and that he sees things clearer now, and hopes to one day rest at her side-�
�Hurry!� the captain ordered.
�Well, sir, I�d take it as a great kindness.�
�I would be honored to do so, Midshipman Bailey.�
�Thank you!� he said, and had no sooner whispered these words than all six men again transformed into small birds and rose from the ground. They circled in the air above him, where they were joined again by the larger flock. He had thought they would begin their long journey back to the sea, but they surprised him by surrounding him and the dog.
Quite clearly, he heard hundreds of voices whisper to him at once, �Storm�s coming!�
And they were gone.
Shade immediately headed toward the nearest gate at a brisk trot. He glanced back at Tyler in impatience. Tyler hurried to catch up.
�There is more than one asylum, you know. The closest is still under construction, which leaves Providence Lunatic Asylum and the Erie County Almshouse-�
It wasn�t hard to read the next look he received.
�I apologize. Yes, Sister Rosaline Brown�s would be the �good one.� And of course you will know the way and of course you will be admitted, although large black dogs, as a rule��
Shade wagged his tail.
Providence Lunatic Asylum was operated by the Sisters of Charity, who had previously established a hospital in Buffalo. They had arrived in the city just in time to deal with the early cholera epidemics and were considered heroes by many. In 1860, horrified by conditions in the Erie County Almshouse and Insane Asylum, Sister Rosaline Brown started the asylum, which attempted a more humane treatment of the insane.
The dog paused at the small building closest to the cemetery�s main gate. Tyler understood what he was meant to do. Hailing the man who was keeping watch, Tyler said, �A severe storm is coming. Please call the other men in.�
�Storm?� the man said, bewildered.
�Yes, it�s calm now, but I just saw a flock of storm petrels. Sea birds. The only reason they�d be this far inland is if a hurricane had blown them here.�
He bid the man a quick good night and wondered if he would heed the warning.
In the next moment the wind came up, and trees began to rustle and sway. Shade leaped into the gig Tyler had left tied at the gate. Tyler glanced over his shoulder and saw the watchman gather a large lantern, and soon heard him calling out to the others.
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�WHY, DOCTOR! I WAS JUST ABOUT TO SEND A BOY OUT TO FIND you!� the porter said. He peered out at the downpour. �Where�d all that come from, I�d like to know? Come in, come in out of the rain. You, too, Shade.�
Once he closed the door behind them, he said, �The sisters are doing their best, but Miss Bailey has been asking and asking for you and the dog, which is passing strange, because she�s never been known to speak a word of sense in all the time she�s been with us, so the sisters thought-we were hoping-well, we didn�t even know you knew her!�
�I met her brother Andrew briefly.�
�Ah, during the war,� the porter said knowingly. �Sad, that. Very sad.� He took Tyler�s hat and driving coat, then led the way.
As they followed the porter down the hallways, Tyler noticed that the few patients who were awake grew quiet as the dog passed their doors. The porter noticed it as well, and whispered, �I don�t know what it is about him, but he brings peace to the place. Soothes my own nerves, for that matter.�
�Mine as well,� Tyler said quietly.
This asylum was vastly different from the Erie County Almshouse, where the poor and the insane of all degrees were housed together. At the county facility, those in charge seemed to be more concerned over expenditures than care or feeding of its residents, and the suffering there was unimaginable. Fifteen or so years ago, the Buffalo Medical Journal said the diet there was one that exceeded �anything Dickens ever described� in estimating the starvation point. Matters had not really improved since then.
As they neared the room in which Susannah Bailey was being kept, they heard her become quieter. �Poor lady has been having seizures. They�ve exhausted her.�
�She is epileptic, then?�
�Yes, and no trouble!� He frowned. �A kind soul, even if she can�t speak sensibly. I don�t believe she would ever hurt anyone.�
Before Tyler could ask him what he meant by that, the porter tapped softly on the room�s door and said, �I�ve brought them, Sister Elizabeth.�
A tall nun opened the door. �So quickly!�
�He arrived here just as I was about to send the boy out,� the porter confessed.
�Well, how good of you to bring him to us right away,� she said. �Any word from her family?�
�Her stepfather, well, imbibed a bit too much and is in no condition to be out. But the servants said her mother was in Williamsville, where she was staying with a friend, and would be sent for straightaway, but there�s a storm, Sister, so I don�t know if she�ll make it back in time.�
�We�ll leave that in God�s hands then, and do our best for Miss Bailey. Come in, come in, Dr. Hawthorne. And you, too, Shade. It�s as if she heard your approach.�
�They all did,� the porter said, stepping aside. �Listen.�
She did. The only sounds to be heard were made by the steady fall of rain. �A blessed silence it is, too.� She smiled at Shade. �How true that the Lord works in mysterious ways.�
Tyler thought of the initial resistance he had faced when he had asked to bring Shade inside with him. It was not necessary that Shade be at his side when he did his work, but he had long ago noticed the dog�s effect on those whose minds were troubled. It took only one demonstration of this fact to make the dog a welcome guest at the asylum.
�They are here!� the woman in the bed cried out.
�She spoke clearly!� one of the nuns said in amazement.
Tyler moved quickly to Miss Bailey�s side. Her features were twisted as if in a spasm. She was restless and tried to sit up, reaching out with thin hands. He took them in his own, and she sighed and fell back onto her pillow, keeping her gaze on him. In that moment, her facial features relaxed, and he saw that she was a beautiful woman, probably in her early twenties. It was hard to tell. After all, he appeared to be about the same age.
Oh, at last you are here!
He read her thoughts as clearly as if they were his own. Keeping silent, he said to her, Yes. Your brother Andrew asked us to come. He conveyed to her all that Andrew had said.
She was marveling, as many had before her, at the transformation felt by the dying when in contact with him.
How wonderful to have my thoughts clear, to be able to speak to someone! Ah, and no seizures. I was growing so tired. How lovely to have strength again!

It will not last, I�m afraid. Tyler replied. I know you can tell that we have only a little time. What can I do for you?

I am so glad to hear this news of Andrew, she said. Thank you. Please thank Sister Elizabeth and all the others here, and especially Sister Rosaline. The Sisters of Charity saved me from a horrible fate.
A series of images and sensations flashed across his mind, as she relayed memories of being chained to a wall, of hunger, of cold, of darkness and isolation.
�I am so sorry,� he said aloud.
Sister Elizabeth said, �We have been unable to stop the seizures. They come frequently, and as a result, she has been growing exhausted. We�ve done our best to prevent injury, but-�
�I am sure if she could speak, she would thank you for rescuing her from the almshouse, for all your merciful care of her.�
�Sister Elizabeth,� one of the others said softly, �look at her face. She�s smiling.�
He focused again on Susannah Bailey.
Thank you, she said. As you say, I must tell my story quickly. Ten years ago, on June 7, 1861, my sister Amelia disappeared. She left the house early that morning, dressed in a pink gown and wearing a bright gold locket, as well as a ring with a small ruby at the center.
When she did not return that evening, my stepfather, Ira Podgett, hired a person he said was a detective to look for her. A Mr. Briggs. A few days later this seedy-looking man returned to our home and made his report. After he left, my stepfather told my mother that Amelia was well but refused to return home, that she had eloped with a soldier. He told my mother that he didn�t blame Amelia, that living with me had been too much for her. He said that only his love for my mother allowed him to tolerate my dangerous presence in the house, and he again pleaded with her to have me locked away.
He does not love my mother. He loves her money and her social standing.
But part of what he said was the truth-Amelia, who did flirt shamelessly with soldiers, was mortified by my epilepsy, and often said that no one would offer her marriage, as it was widely known there was a madwoman in the family. But no matter what is said of me, I never harmed anyone. My epilepsy does not make me dangerous!

Tyler replied. No, of all the cases I have seen, epilepsy is only dangerous to the person who suffers it. I think we err in deeming it a form of madness. Alas, it is a belief I share with no more than a handful of my colleagues.

She sighed aloud, as if in contentment at finding this small amount of support. Thank you.
Tyler was vaguely aware of murmurs around the bed.
But I must continue, she said. Andrew was away at school when Amelia disappeared. Within the year, though, he left school to serve in the navy.
Soon after, when I reached the age of nineteen, my seizures abated and there was hope that I had been cured of epilepsy-my physician said he had seen such cases, where it passed off after childhood.
I was, for the first time in my life, allowed to be without a constant attendant. However, the fear that the seizures might return remained strong-and may I say, even stronger, the fear that I might embarrass the family should I have a public seizure-so I continued to be restricted to living on an upper floor of our home, although if we were not entertaining guests, I was free to walk about the grounds when the weather allowed.
Needless to say, I preferred the gardens and lawn to the confinement of the house. The property is bordered by woods, which I was strictly forbidden to enter. Of course I went into them secretly from time to time, and was caught at this once or twice, but it was well worth any lecturing or additional confinement I was ordered to endure for the transgression.
One drizzly day, while I sat reading near a window, I saw a man carrying a shovel, making his way across the lawn, toward the woods. He glanced back and I quickly leaned away from the window, although I doubt he saw me watching. His face was concealed by a woolen scarf wrapped round it, and his hat was pulled low.
My mother was away at a meeting of one of her societies. My stepfather, who is a portly man, not of the build of the man who crossed the lawn, was in his study. Neither was the man one of our staff-both the butler and my stepfather�s valet were much older; the stable lads much younger; the gardener taller and more slender; the coachman much taller, and away, driving my mother to her meeting.
Curious, I put on a dark wrap and stealthily made my way downstairs. I left the house unseen, or so I thought.
By the time I reached the lawn beyond the gardens, the man had disappeared into the woods, but I was easily able to follow his footprints across the dampened grass. The same was true within the woods. I followed them farther into the trees than I had ever gone before. I was a little frightened, but also excited.
Soon I heard the sound of the shovel at work and slowed my approach. I came within sight of him and hid myself well.
He grew heated from his labors and removed his hat and the muffler about his face. It was then that I recognized him as Mr. Briggs, the �detective� hired by my stepfather.
I came a little closer to see if I could determine why he was digging a hole in our woods. I soon saw that he was not digging a hole. He was exhuming a body.
My sister Amelia lay in a shallow grave, in a state that horrified me. Her pink dress was filthy but recognizable, her flesh decayed, so that little more than a skeleton remained. Strands of her golden hair, clotted with the dark stain of blood, lay near her head, where a great wound had been inflicted. Her locket lay on her sunken breast, her gold ring near the bones of one hand.
I saw the man take the locket and ring, and then�
She fell silent, and Tyler wondered if he was about to lose contact with her, but she went on.
I wish I could tell you more, but I have no memory of what happened next, other than hearing a sound behind me and feeling a blinding pain as I was struck on the back of the head. I have not been able to speak sensibly since, and have been subject again to seizures-quite different from the ones I suffered as a child.

They are probably a result of the injury, Tyler said, as is your difficulty with speech.

It doesn�t matter, except that I can�t tell you more about that day. The sisters should know my medical history if you need it. I am convinced that my stepfather is behind this, that he conspired with this man to murder my sister.

Show me your memories of the woods, of the man.

Quickly, she did. It is my mother I worry about now, Dr. Hawthorne-is it Dr. Hawthorne or Captain Hawthorne? Oh-I understand. It is both.

Whichever you please, or Tyler.

Tyler, then. This is most urgent, Tyler. With all three of her children gone, my stepfather stands to inherit all of the substantial fortune left to my mother by my grandfather. While she lives, it is out of her husband�s control. While he rightly understands that his social acceptance depends on her, it is only a matter time before he finds the requirement of her approval of his expenditures inconvenient. Promise me you will do what you can to help her, and to bring my stepfather and his henchman to justice.

�I promise,� he said aloud, then, realizing the others were looking at him, added quickly, �that all will be well. Be at peace.�
She smiled and closed her eyes. Oh, how lovely! I must be going, but I thank you with all my heart. She paused then added, I�m to tell you the fevers will come much later but be much worse this time, that Colby and Shade will care for you, and Colby will tell you where you are needed next.

Colby! In his surprise, he nearly said the name aloud.

Yes. Good-bye, Tyler. Good-bye, Shade.
The dog moved nearer the bed and gave a great sighing breath.
She opened her eyes again and looked at the faces of those surrounding her. �Thank you, kind sisters,� she said aloud. �Please thank Sister Rosaline for starting this place. Give my love to my mother and ask her to heed what Dr. Hawthorne has to say.�
She let loose of his hands, closed her eyes again, and a moment later, died.
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FOR ALL ITS BREVITY, HER SPEECH TO THOSE AT HER DEATHBED caused amazement. Leaving the others to care for the body, Sister Elizabeth ushered Tyler and Shade into her office. �Dr. Hawthorne, please remain with me for a moment,� she said, taking a seat behind a plain desk, and inviting him to be seated in a more comfortable chair.
She sat silently for long moments, her head bowed. When she looked up at him again she said, �Susannah Bailey has not spoken so clearly since we brought her here!�
�Tell me more about her case.�
Sister Elizabeth frowned. She repeated much of what Susannah had told him, that Susannah�s childhood epilepsy had been quite different and had abated. �Ten years ago, she was brought to Sisters Hospital-which, as you know, is operated by our order-by her stepfather, Mr. Podgett. She had a severe head injury.� Sister Elizabeth paused. �The story he gave was that she fell in the woods near her home, a place forbidden to her, and was only by the greatest piece of luck found by him.
�Fortunately one of the best physicians on the staff treated her wounds. Later, when he reviewed her history with me, he told me that he believed that she was struck from behind and then fell forward onto a rock or tree root. He thought it miraculous that she survived the blow.�
�Someone struck her?� Tyler asked, thinking that if suspicions were already raised, his task would be easier.
�Her doctor believed so. The front of her dress was muddy, but not the back, and yet the greater injury was to the back of the skull. If she had, for example, struck her head on a tree branch and then fallen back against a rock, the back of her dress would have been muddied and the front relatively clean.�
�Were the police informed?�
�Yes, but I believe their prejudices concerning epileptics made them unwilling to investigate. I doubt they even visited the Podgett home.�
�So she returned home from the hospital?�
�Yes, briefly. Although she survived the injury, she became subject to severe seizures. Mr. Podgett convinced his wife that Susannah might be a danger to the household. Susannah was committed to asylum at the almshouse, and nearly died there. We were still in the process of building this asylum at the time she was injured, but once we were ready to receive patients, she was one of the first Sister Rosaline asked to be moved here, as we could see she was subjected to abuse at the almshouse.�
�As she said, Susannah was grateful for that rescue.�
Sister Elizabeth was silent for a time. She looked between Tyler and Shade, then said, �It would be a great shame to question a miracle, wouldn�t it?�
�Sister, I may need your further-er, unquestioning-help.�
She raised her brows.
�I will not ask you to lie or to hide the truth. In fact, I need you to attest to the truth. But I am� under an obligation to this family, and will need your help to fulfill it. Tonight. I am afraid I must ask you to travel with me in this foul weather. Another life may depend upon it. Perhaps more than a life.�
�Dear me!�
Shade stared intently at her.
�Does he bite?� she asked warily.
�He won�t bite you.�
She suddenly laughed. �Is that the sort of truth I�m to give others tonight? Actual, but limited in scope?�
�Yes, I�m afraid so.�
�Hmm.� She thought for a time, and he suspected, prayed as well. She said, �A small favor for someone who has been so kind to us and has never asked anything in return. All right, if I am not to lie, and as long as you understand that I will tell the full truth if I deem it important to do so, I will come with you.�
�Thank you.�
There was a small commotion heralding the arrival of Susannah�s mother, and they left the office to meet her. When they brought her to Susannah�s room, her grief over the loss of her daughter struck Tyler as genuine and profound. When told of the role of Dr. Hawthorne and Shade, and of her daughter�s last words, she broke down into sobs. Shade leaned against her, something Tyler thought might bring an objection, but she put her arms about him and wept into his soft coat. He shouldn�t have worried, Tyler thought. He had often seen Shade provide comfort.
Tyler waited patiently. Eventually she gathered her composure and allowed Sister Elizabeth to take her into the office. Tyler considered the best course of action to take from here. Knowing the truth, or most of it, and conveying that truth to others in a way they would find believable were two different matters.
He thought this over and listened while Mrs. Podgett discussed the business of making arrangements for her daughter�s burial. The Baileys were not Catholic. Mrs. Podgett had purchased lots in Forest Lawn and planned to be buried one day next to her daughter.
When all was settled, Tyler said, �I know this is a very difficult time for you, Mrs. Podgett, and may become more difficult still, but I gave your daughter a promise, and I am hoping you will help me to fulfill it.�
Whether too numbed by grief to resist, or curious or mindful of her daughter�s last words, she agreed to accompany him to a place she would never have dreamed of visiting, and offered the use of her carriage.
Evidently the porter and the other staff had been speaking to the coachman of the occurrences witnessed at his young mistress�s deathbed, for he made no objection to going out again in a driving rain, nor to a dog entering the carriage. After Sister Elizabeth, Mrs. Podgett, and Shade had entered this luxurious conveyance, he touched the brim of his hat to Tyler and said in a choked voice, �We all loved her, sir. Thank you.�
�For what little I did, you are welcome.�
�Where to, sir?�
�The county jail,� Tyler said ruefully.
�The county-!� He eyed Tyler for a moment, then said, �I�ll be escorting madam in with you.�
�I think that is an excellent idea. Don�t worry, we�ll all be coming back out again.�
�Never a doubt of that, sir,� he said with a nod, and secured the door after Tyler climbed in.
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THE SHERIFF�S DEPUTY, ASKED FIRMLYBUT POLITELY BY A leading citizen-who was accompanied by an imposing coachman, a nun, a physician, and the biggest dog he had ever laid eyes on-complied with the request to bring forth one Zeb Nador. He also agreed that he and another deputy would stand guard over Nador, however superfluous they might be, given the looks of Mrs. Podgett�s company. The doctor�s saying that they hoped to solve several murders in the course of the interview made him envision congratulations from his boss.
When he left to retrieve the prisoner, Tyler said, �Mrs. Podgett, I hope this will not be too great a shock to you, but I fear your daughter Amelia is also dead.�
�Oh, yes,� she said calmly. �My husband knew I worried over her, so he sent Mr. Briggs, the detective he had hired to find her when she left us, to contact her again and attempt to convince her to come home. That was several years ago, about the time Susannah was injured. Mr. Briggs found her husband, who said Amelia had died in childbirth and the infant son soon after. He sent her locket and ring home with Mr. Briggs, and asked us not to contact him again, as he was about to remarry. I�m afraid I was so grief-stricken at the thought of losing Amelia and a grandson, I did not attend to Susannah as I should have. And then Andrew was lost at sea� You knew him?�
�I met him briefly. You have every reason to be proud of him.�
�Thank you. I am,� she said, and brought out her handkerchief.
At that moment, the deputy brought in Zeb Nador, who seemed as shocked by the company as Mrs. Podgett was to see him.
�Mr. Briggs!� she exclaimed in surprise. She turned to the deputy. �Why have you arrested Mr. Briggs? He�s a detective!�
�He�s no more a detective than I�m the king of Siam!� the deputy protested. �His name�s Zeb Nador and he murdered a girl last Friday night and will stand trial for it. I thought there must be some mistake, you asking for him.�
�I was with her husband,� Nador said boldly. �And so he�ll testify.�
�He�ll do no such thing!� Mrs. Podgett said. �He was with me. Any one of a hundred people may swear to it-we attended the theater together.�
�He never!� Nador said, turning pale.
�Seldom,� she agreed, �but he did last Friday.�
�Of all the d-� He stopped himself, eyeing Sister Elizabeth uncomfortably.
�Mrs. Podgett,� Tyler said, �to be certain matters are clearly understood by the deputy, is this the man who was introduced to you by your husband as a detective?�
�Yes, certainly.� She turned to the coachman. �Is it not so, John?�
�Yes it is,� he said grimly, tapping his whip against his boots.
�You may be interested to know that Mr. Nador was aboard the ship upon which your son Andrew also served.�
�What?� she stared at Nador in shock. For a moment it seemed she would swoon. Sister Elizabeth moved to her side, as did John, to offer her support.
�I�m sure the navy has records of it, and of the investigation that could not quite prove that Mr. Nador had caused Andrew Bailey to go overboard in a storm.�
�I was cleared of that! Cleared!�
�They may reopen that case when they hear that you played a role in two other deaths in the family.�
�This is nonsense! What do you have to say to anything anyway? Who are you?�
�Dr. Tyler Hawthorne. You may not be aware that Miss Susannah Bailey passed away this evening.�
�Sorry to hear it. I always felt sorry for that poor lunatic and it was sad about her brother and her sister. But I had nothing to do with no deaths.�
�Just before she died, Miss Bailey regained the power of speech.�
�You are lying! That�s impossible.�
Sister Elizabeth spoke up. �You say you do not believe Dr. Hawthorne. Will you believe me?�
Nador swallowed hard under the piercing look she gave him. Tyler believed nuns must train for this, and that even Shade would be hard put to compete with that stare.
Shade looked up at him as he thought this.
Well, maybe not.
The dog wagged his tail.
�Of course I will, Sister,� Nador said, breaking into a sweat.
�Then heed me, Mr. Nador, before you face a greater judge than any here on earth. I am here because I cared for Miss Susannah Bailey for several years. I am here because she spoke very clearly before she passed away. I am not the only witness to this fact.�
�Thank you, Sister,� Tyler said. He turned back to Nador. �Susannah Bailey followed you into the woods near her home. She watched you uncover the shallow grave you had made for the body of her sister Amelia, and take from it a locket and ring.�
A moaning sound came from behind him, and he heard the coachman helping Mrs. Podgett to a chair.
�It wasn�t me who struck her down,� Nador said, but without the defiance he had shown earlier.
�Of course not. She was facing you, and the blow came from behind. But you saw the man who did it.�
�Podgett, of course! Podgett hit her so hard I thought I�d have to bury her beside her sister! And it was him who killed Amelia, not me! What he did- � He glanced at Mrs. Podgett, then murmured, �I won�t say, not with her mother sitting right there before me!�
�You were in his employ?�
�He paid me to bury Amelia, all right. Paid me plenty. He paid me to pretend to look for her. He paid me to tell that story about her husband and a baby-he made all that up. If he hadn�t hit the lunatic in the woods, he would have killed her some other day-he wanted those kids out of the way. Even used his influence to allow me to sail on his son�s ship.�
�Arrest him!� Mrs. Podgett said.
�Ma�am?� the deputy said.
�Arrest my husband,� she repeated in a steely voice. �Arrest that son of a bitch this instant, or I will go home and ask John to horsewhip him-�
�Gladly,� the coachman growled.
�And then I�ll shoot my husband before he has a chance to stand trial.� She drew a deep breath. �I will wait here while you do your duty. You may also inform him that I will be obtaining a divorce. And leaving my fortune to the Providence Lunatic Asylum and my loyal servants.�
�Mr. Nador,� Tyler said, �there are those who will say that you are a murderer and committed these crimes yourself, and hoaxed Mr. Podgett into believing your story about Amelia, all for your own gain. Did you keep any proof of your dealings with him?�
�You think I did business with the likes of him without making sure he didn�t trick me into putting a noose around my neck?� He turned to the deputy. �Them things you took from my hotel room? The satchel has a false bottom. You�ll find what you might call some interesting correspondence from Mr. Podgett to me.�
The deputy told his assistant to go check Nador�s satchel. �And if it�s as this one says,� he added, �you might as well wake the sheriff and tell him about Podgett. Sheriff will have my hide if I don�t let him know about this right away.�
Shade came to stand before Nador and stared at him.
�Does he bite?� Nador asked, cringing.
�Depends,� Tyler said, hearing a small sound escape Sister Elizabeth.
�On what?�
�There are certain conditions. He seems to sense perfectly whether or not there is true repentance, for example.�
�I�m sorry! I truly am!�
�If I were to tell you,� Tyler said, �that a little bird told me you had indeed killed Andrew Bailey?�
Lightning flashed and a loud thunderclap broke overhead.
�And the young woman who died last Friday?�
Rain began to pound against the roof and walls and windows.
�Will you confess, Mr. Nador?�
Nador was looking at Shade, cocking his head to one side in a doglike, puzzled fashion.
Suddenly he smiled softly, his face changed almost as entirely as Susannah Bailey�s had a few hours before. �Yes, I will. Bring a priest to me, will you Sister Elizabeth?�
�Certainly, Mr. Nador.�
To the deputy he said, �Do you want me to write it out, or will you?�
�Come this way,� the deputy said.
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AS THE CARRIAGE PULLED UP AT THE ASYLUM, THE RAIN STOPPED. The sky lightened as dawn approached.
Mrs. Podgett had a troubled look on her face. �Dr. Hawthorne? I don�t understand-�
Sister Elizabeth gently placed a hand on her arm. �Do you know, Mrs. Podgett, I, too, do not understand how I will ever thank Dr. Hawthorne or Shade. But Dr. Hawthorne looks quite exhausted just now, and I see another young man is waiting for him by his gig-perhaps another soul in need of his help. Shall we wish him a good night and good morning all at once, and be thankful the good Lord never lets a little sparrow fall without notice? That this day there is some justice for those who might never have had any, had He not sent Dr. Hawthorne and Shade among us?�
�Indeed,� Mrs. Podgett said. �Indeed, I thank you!�
�Good night, Mrs. Podgett,� Tyler said, already feeling the fever begin.
�I will keep you in my prayers,� Sister Elizabeth said.
�Thank you. Please add a few for that fellow by my gig.�
�Indeed I will, Dr. Hawthorne. Thank you again.�
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COLBY, WHO WAS AMONG THOSEWHO WERE NEITHER GHOST nor human, smiled and helped Tyler step up into the gig. Shade jumped in after him. As Colby crowded in with them and took the reins, Tyler saw that this would be one of those times when Shade decided not to object to Colby�s presence.
�Rough one, old boy?� Colby asked.
�Yes.�
�We�ll travel down the canal to New York, then I�ll take you to my ship. I have a feeling Dr. Hawthorne needs to disappear from Buffalo, and probably from the state of New York, if not the United States entirely.�
�For at least a little while, that would be best, yes. Thank you,� Tyler said.
He looked up and saw a flock of small birds flying just ahead of them, toward Lake Erie.
�Will you look at that!� Colby said, following his gaze. �Mother Carey�s chickens! This far inland!�
�Perhaps there will be a storm,� Tyler said, and fell asleep just as it started to rain again.

The abbey ghosts
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I DID NOT MEETTHE EIGHTH EARL OF ROLINGBROKE UNTIL HE wastwelve years old. I was in some measure compensated for the lack of our acquaintance during those first dozen years of his life, not only by the deep friendship my stepbrother and I formed over the years we did have together, but also because I was occasionally allowed to spend time with him after his death.
His death had come unexpectedly, and before he attained his thirtieth year. That first evening after his funeral, I sat before the fire in the Abbey library, weary and yet certain that my grief for him would not allow me to sleep. Not many hours earlier, my late stepbrother had been laid to rest in the family crypt. Lucien�s body had been placed next to that of his wife-who had died five years before, shortly after giving birth to Charles, their only child.
Lucien�s orphaned son was much on my mind. I had looked in on Charles just before ten o�clock. The day�s events had been exhausting for him as well, and he slept, though his young face seemed sad even in repose.
I poured another glass of port as the mantel clock struck eleven. I had dismissed the servants for the evening, not able to bear their solicitude, nor their misery. They had loved Lucien as much as I, and the strain of this terrible day was telling on us all. I chose to spend the last few hours of it alone, thinking of Lucien and the years we had shared as brothers. How I would miss him!
I clearly recalled our first meeting.
Lucien�s father married my widowed mother, and my mother and I came to live at the Abbey. I had met the Seventh Earl of Rolingbroke, my new stepfather, on only two previous occasions-brief interviews which had put me quite in awe of that forceful man. I entered his home believing I was quite without a champion-my mother, for all her beauty and good-heartedness, was a timid soul, far more likely to suffer a fit of the vapors than to defend me.
The Abbey itself was daunting-a rambling structure, larger by far than the small estate where I had been raised, and very much older. I fully expected that a boy of my size might be lost within it, and even if his newly remarried mother should take the trouble to look for him, she might never discover which winding staircase or long gallery held his remains.
Not the least of my anxieties concerned my new stepbrother. I expected resentment from Lucien, then twelve, and two years my senior. My first impression of him led me to believe that he was a cool and distant fellow. As we entered the Abbey, he stood back from the others, regarding me lazily from his greater height. I was afraid, and trying not to show it-but I must have failed, for his father muttered something about �Master Quakeboots.�
Lucien�s expression changed then, and he welcomed me by bowing and murmuring for my ears only, �Lord Shivershanks, at your service.� I choked back a laugh, received his rare but charming smile in return, and like any recipient of that smile, knew all would be right with the world.
Lucien soon became both friend and brother, offering wise-beyond-his-years guidance and his seldom bestowed affection. He taught me how to get on well with my stepfather, protected me against a bully or two, and allowed me to accompany him in every lark imaginable. He taught me the ways and traditions of the Abbey. He also taught me how to find several secret passages within it, and told me stories of its past, thrilling me with tales of ghostly, headless monks haunting the north (and only remaining) tower, of hidden treasures and ancient curses.
�And we must not forget the Christmas Curse,� he whispered to me one chilly evening in late November-when, as usual, he had made use of a priest�s hole to come into my room and visit long after the servants believed him to be abed.
�Can there be such a thing?� I asked.
�Oh yes,� he said, with one of his mischievous smiles. �You, my dear Edward, have not had the felicity of meeting my Aunt and Uncle Bane and their pack of hellborn brats-Henry, William, and Fanny. Utter thatchgallows.�
�Thatchgallows!� I laughed.
�Shhh! Yes. Born to be hanged, every man Jack of them-and Fanny, too. We shall have to prepare for their arrival. They�ll try to harass you, of course, but don�t worry. Every time one of them behaves odiously, you are to remind yourself that soon we will be handing them a reckoning.�
He was not mistaken. Lord and Lady Bane brought their three interesting offspring to the Abbey not two weeks later. The servants had prepared for their visit by carefully removing the most treasured and fragile objects of the household from sight. From the moment they passed through the imposing entrance of the Abbey, our home was turned upside down. Henry and William, true to Lucien�s prediction, made it their business to make me suffer. Henry was my own age, William a year younger, but they were both taller and stronger than I. All three children favored their father, Lord Alfred Bane, who was both brother-in-law and cousin to the earl. Lord Bane was a red-haired man whose countenance could easily be brought to match it in color. His softest whisper was nothing less than a shout-and he seldom whispered.
His sons were equally loud, and seemed never to stand still for a moment. They contrived to poke, pinch, trip, and jostle me at every opportunity. By the end of their second day among us, I was quite bruised, but did not doubt for a moment that Lucien would come to my aid. In his quiet way, he often did so, surprisingly able to control them as no one else seemed able-giving a quelling look to Henry or William that always made them back off until they chanced to find me apart from him.
When those opportunities arose, any feeble attempt on my part to defend myself caused them to set up a caterwauling that served as a siren call to Lady Sophia Bane. This fond mother relished coming to their aid, and invariably boxed my ears as she rang a peal over my head. On these occasions, my own mother, who knew better than any general how to retreat in good order, would announce that she felt a spasm coming on, and-clutching her vinaigrette to her bosom-excuse herself from the battleground.
Lady Bane complained constantly, perceiving faults everywhere: The food was not to her liking. The servants were never to be found when needed. The room in which she sat was too chilly-when the fires were made larger, she was too warm, and protested that the chimneys smoked. The rooms into which they had been installed were uncomfortable for this reason or that.
�Not what we are accustomed to at Bane House!� was a refrain we soon wearied of hearing.
When she declared that their rooms were inconveniently located, my stepfather raised his brows. �But my dear Sophia! They are the very rooms you insisted upon after refusing the ones you had last year, when you thought I was trying to banish you to a far wing of the Abbey.�
It made no difference. Lucien later told me that his father and aunt had been raised separately-the earl spent most of his childhood at the Abbey, with Lucien�s grandfather. Lucien�s grandmother-who disliked life in the country nearly as much as she disliked her husband-lived in Town, with her daughter, Sophia.
I was grateful for these insights. However, Fanny constantly spied on Lucien and me, so we had little opportunity for private speech such as this. After several months of being almost constantly in his company, being unable to share confidences with Lucien made me experience a loneliness that surprised me. But then one evening, just as I was feeling quite sure this would be my most miserable Christmas ever, Lucien winked and smiled at me.
We had been engaged in playing Jackstraws, but Fanny�s governess, who had been overseeing our activities that evening, called the proceedings to a halt-perceiving, I suppose, that this was not the sort of game the Banes could play without violence. As she moved across the room to put the game away, Lucien turned to me and said, �Do you suppose the ghost will walk tonight?�
�What ghost?� the Banes said loudly and in unison.
�The Headless Abbot, of course,� he replied.
Fanny�s eyes grew round.
�What nonsense is this?� asked the governess, but with an air of interest.
�Long, long ago,� Lucien said, casting his spell over us, �a castle was built here-its ruins form part of the north tower. But the castle itself was built over ruins-ruins of an even older abbey, which is how our home came to be named.
�In the days when the Abbey was truly an abbey, a war broke out between two powerful lords. One winter�s night, not long before Christmas, the abbey came under attack, which was a shocking thing, because this was then considered a holy place, with relics and the like. Knights in armor rode their horses into the chapel, where the abbot was leading the evening prayer, and the captain of these rogues took out his broadsword and swoosh!� He made a slicing motion with his hand.
All three Banes and the governess gasped-and I believe I did, too, for though I had heard this tale before, never had Lucien related it in such a dramatic manner.
�Yes,� Lucien said darkly, �he beheaded the holy man where he stood, and his knights murdered all the other monks-defenseless men at their prayers.�
This earned another gasp.
�But why would they do such a thing!� the governess said.
Lucien seemed to hesitate to answer, his manner that of one who was deciding whether or not he should impart a great secret.
�The attackers,� he finally said, �had heard a legend, a tale of a treasure kept in the abbey. It probably wasn�t true, for although they examined every cupboard and cabinet, and pulled at loose stones and tiles, and looked in every room and hall for its hiding place, they could not find the treasure.� He paused, then said, �The powerful lord to whom the knight had sworn his loyalty sent a messenger to the captain, saying that he needed his warriors, and so they must make all haste to the battlefield. The greedy captain pretended to have an illness, and sent all but a small number of knights to join their lord in battle, while he remained to continue his search at the abbey.�
He lowered his voice. �But during the night, on the very first evening this small company stayed in the abbey, the men who stood guard were startled to see a strange sight-a man, wearing a monk�s robes, his face hidden by its cowl, seemed to appear out of nowhere. Unlike the brown-robed monks they had slaughtered so mercilessly, this one was dressed all in white, save a splash of red on his chest. �Who goes there?� cried one of the knights. The figure in white halted, and lowered his cowl. With horror, the knights saw that the apparition had no head.�
�The abbot!� William said breathlessly.
�Yes,� Lucien said. �The guards screamed in terror, awakening the others. The knights were frightened, but their captain tried to brazen it out. �Show us your treasure!� he shouted. And the abbott began to lead the way. The captain called to his five bravest men, and they followed the monk into a secret passage. The others were too frightened to go near him, and waited.�
Again, Lucien paused.
�Yes, yes! Then what happened?� Henry insisted.
Lucien smiled. �They were never seen again!�
There was a suitably awed silence, then William said, �But the treasure! What happened to the treasure?�
�It was never found. Accidents befell any who tried to discover it-especially those who ventured near the old sanctuary. Eventually, this land was given to one of our ancestors. He had the portion of the Abbey that had been the sanctuary sealed off, and built his castle over it. But the local people will tell you that the Headless Abbot still walks on winter nights. Some say they�ve heard the sound of hoofbeats coming from the part of the Abbey which lies nearest the sanctuary-the ghostly horses of the accursed knights.�
�Which part of this old pile is that?� Henry asked, trying for nonchalance.
Lucien appeared to reflect, then answered, �Why, I believe it is very near to your rooms.�
All Henry�s bravado disappeared. �Mother!� he screamed, running from the room. Fanny burst into tears and soon followed him. William hurriedly escaped on her heels.
�My word!� the governess said, rather pale, although perhaps she feared her employer�s displeasure more than headless monks, for she hastened after her charges.
�My compliments,� said Lucien calmly. �You appeared suitably frightened. If you continue to play your part so well, my dear Edward, I believe we can have them on their way by first light.�
I decided not to admit that I was genuinely frightened, but I think he knew in any case, for the delightful prospect of the Bane�s departure made me smile, and when he saw it, he said, �That�s the barber! They�ve been beastly nuisances to me, but worse to you, poor boy.� He looked closely at my face, which had served as a target for Henry�s fists a little earlier in the day. �Daresay you�ll have a mouse under your right eye. Was it Henry who tried to darken your daylights?�
I nodded, fairly certain that Henry had indeed given me a black eye.
�Nasty fellow, Henry. I�ll have to think of some special treat for him. But never mind that-you�ve got more bottom than the lot of them. Game as a pebble, you are!�
Such praise, delivered for the most part in cant expressions he had learned from one of the grooms, delighted me so much, he had to remind me to appear to be frightened.
�We must be prepared, for my father will be demanding an explanation of us soon, I�m sure.�
The thought of being called before the earl was enough to restore my pallor.
�Excellent,� Lucien said, his smile broadening when Fibbens appeared at the door.
�If your lordship and Master Edward would be so good as to come with me?� the young footman said, his face revealing nothing. �Your lordship�s father asks that you join the other members of the family in the drawing room.�
�To receive a rare trimming from my Aunt Sophia?� Lucien asked.
There was the slightest twitch at the corner of Fibbens�s mouth before he answered, �I�m sure I could not say, your lordship.�

[image: ]
AS WE APPROACHED THE DRAWING ROOM, LUCIEN WHISPERED TO me, �It is absolutely essential, dear Edward, that you stand as close to my father as possible.�
These were daunting instructions indeed. Summoning all my courage, I did as he asked, making my way to the earl�s side even as Lady Bane began to deliver herself of what promised to be a lengthy speech on the lack of manners of certain members of the younger generation. Henry, William, and Fanny, hardly exemplars of etiquette, eyed us with smug satisfaction.
�Never mind that, Sophia!� Lord Bane interrupted, loud enough to cause my mother to shrink back against the cushions of the sofa she occupied, but silencing-however briefly-his own wife.
No sooner had I taken up my position near the earl�s chair than he stood, picking up a decanter and walking toward Lord Bane, as though none of the havoc in the room was actually taking place. I looked to Lucien, who subtly signaled me to stay where I was.
�Lucien,� the earl said quietly, as he finished refilling Lord Bane�s glass, �I don�t suppose you would mind troubling yourself to give me a brief summary of the events of this evening? I am particularly interested in those which caused your cousins to fly to their mama and hold to her skirts.�
Lord Bane laughed at this, even as his wife protested. As my stepfather walked back toward me, he paused, and seemed to study me for a moment before refilling his own glass and returning the decanter to the drinks tray. �Edward,� he said, in the gentlest voice I had yet heard him use, �come stand here with me by the fire. My sister tells me all our chimneys smoke, but I fear I�ll need to feel some warmth while Lucien recites his chilling tale.�
So we moved nearer the fireplace, with its holly-draped mantel. The warmth of the fire felt good, and so did some nearly imperceptible change in my stepfather�s manner toward me. Lucien began his tale, but the earl kept his eyes on me.
�As you have so often told us, Aunt Sophia,� Lucien said, �you are a woman who is accustomed to finer treatment than we may afford you here at the Abbey, in part because you consider London your home, and were not often here as a child. That being so, I do not imagine the tale of the Headless Abbot has come to your ears.�
�I should say not!�
Lucien turned to his father. �I thought it only fair to warn my dear cousins about him, sir.�
�Your dear cousins,� the earl repeated. �Just so.�
Lucien again recounted the legend, this telling no less unnerving than the previous one. My mother had recourse to her vinaigrette no fewer than five times, but was an avid listener.
�Poppycock!� Lord Bane declared. �Fairy tales.�
�I used to think so,� Lucien said. �But if it�s just a fairy tale, there ought to be a good earl in it. But there isn�t, you see.�
�A good earl?� his father asked, looking sharply at him.
�Yes, Father. The abbey should have been protected by a good man, someone who cared about the defenseless men who lived there. He would not have let the ruffians who descended on the abbey have their way.�
�Perhaps he was otherwise occupied,� the earl said.
Lucien shrugged. �Perhaps he did not see his duty.�
The earl raised a brow. �Perhaps he was taking a switch to the backside of his impertinent son.�
Lucien gave a little bow. �I trust in your wisdom, sir. You must have the right of it.�
�Doing it much too brown, Lucien!� the earl said, but there was a twinkle in his eye, which did not abate, even as his sister upbraided him for using such terms.
�And why you talk of earls, which has nothing to do with the case, I�m sure I don�t know!� Lady Bane protested. �You seem to forget, dear brother, that Lucien has frightened poor Fanny and her brothers half to death!�
�I beg your pardon, Aunt Sophia,� Lucien said, when she paused to draw breath, �if I�ve caused you or my cousins any fright. But I do think the experience of seeing the ghost or hearing the hoofbeats is much less frightening if one is prepared. Imagine the shock one might feel, if he were to see a bloodstained, headless apparition floating outside his window at midnight, if he didn�t know the legend.�
�Nonsense!� Lady Bane declared. �We�ve spent Christmas here these past three years and more. Why have we never heard this legend before now?�
�If I may offer an explanation, Aunt Sophia?� Lucien said. �There is only one section of the Abbey which is haunted-beneath the chambers you occupy. No one is ever disturbed in any other part of the house, so we did not wish to frighten you with the tale. But since you wished to have the rooms nearest the north tower-�
�Oh! So this is my fault is it? Well, I�ll tell you why we are just now hearing of your ghost, my good fellow! Because some who�ve never been here before this year have invented tales. Outsiders!� She rounded on me, pointing. �It�s you!�
She received a chorus of approval from her offspring. I quailed before them, but then I felt the earl�s large hand on my shoulder. I winced a bit as he touched a bruise, and his hand shifted slightly. At that moment, I became aware that the room had fallen silent. Everyone was looking at the earl, whose face was a mask of cold fury.
�Are you assuming that my wife�s son has no place in our family?� he asked, icily. �I assure you, Sophia, he is not an outsider here. Lucien thinks of Edward as his brother, and I think of him as my son. Indeed, there are blood relations I would much liefer disown-and may.�
I could hardly believe my own ears, which were soon assaulted.
�No offense meant!� Lord Bane shouted.
He had spoken loudly enough, I was sure, to startle the villagers (including the deaf vicar) from their beds, several miles away. The earl, however, appeared not to have heard him. �Perhaps, Sophia, you would find Christmas in town more to your liking.�
�La!� she said nervously, �How you do take one up! Bane is right-I meant no offense. Lucien�s lurid tale has quite overset me!�
With that, she snapped at her children, telling them it was long past time for them to be abed, remonstrated with the governess for not having seen to it, and said, �Bane!� in a commanding tone that had her husband soon bidding all a good night.
�You, too, should be in bed, Edward,� my mother said.
�Time we all were,� my stepfather said. �Go on up, if you like, my dear. I�d like a brief word with the boys before I retire for the evening.�
As soon as she had left, the earl turned to Lucien, and said in a lazy voice, �I trust we have yet to see Act III of your little drama?� Despite his tone, I could see the amusement in his eyes, and for the first time, I perceived a likeness between the earl and his son that went beyond Lucien�s physical resemblance to his father.
�Tomorrow evening, sir. Tonight would be too soon. They are Banes, and being such, need time to think.�
�You frighten me-far more than your telling of the legend did-though I credit you with an admirable performance.�
Lucien bowed again, and said, �I had an excellent teacher.�
The earl gave a sudden shout of laughter, then said, �Impossible boy!�
�Again, sir-�
�No, don�t say I taught you to be such an impudent hellion, for I�ll swear I did not!�
�Then I shall say nothing, sir-except-except-thank you, sir!�
The earl raised a hand in protest. ��Tis the other way �round, I believe.� He turned back to me and gently lifted my chin. �I see I have been remiss in your education, Edward. Or perhaps-yes-Lucien, you must teach your brother to be handy with his fives.� He paused, then added, �Lady Rolingbroke need not be apprised of it.�
�Thank you, sir!� I said.
�Oh, I demand a high price! If you fail to rid me of the Banes, you and that makebate Lucien will be served gruel for Christmas dinner-by whatever headless monk I can find to take it to the dungeon!�
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WE WERE DESTINED TO EAT A SUMPTUOUS FEAST. BEFORE Lucien and I sought our beds, he enlisted my aid in creating a few hoofbeats along the secret passages near each of the Bane�s bedchambers. Henry had awakened to feel a ghostly presence in the form of a room that was suddenly terribly cold, not knowing that Lucien had merely left the entrance to one of the draftiest passages open for a time.
We left it at that. The next morning, of course, we denied hearing anything like hoofbeats. When Henry swore he had felt the ghost, and not even the other members of his family related similar tales, Lucien grew thoughtful, saying, �I wonder why he would single you out?�
This made Henry go very pale, and ask again if no one else had felt a bit chilly last night.
No one had, of course. The earl went so far as to say he had rarely slept so well.
Lady Bane was perhaps made suspicious by this remark, for she gave her husband a speaking look and asked him to accompany her into the village. Henry was rather quiet that day, if a little jumpy. William, owing to the increased watchfulness of several footmen and others, did not have any chances to harm me that morning. He later confided to us that Lord and Lady Bane had found the villagers ready to repeat all the salient points of the legend, and in many cases to enlarge upon it. After hearing something of this at luncheon, the earl strode up to Lucien and me as we were on our way to the stables. �Lucien, dear boy, I take it I am going to be generous to my tenants this Boxing Day?�
�Extremely, sir,� his unrepentant child replied. �But it should interest you to know that Aunt Sophia�s dresser has told Bogsley that she doesn�t expect the Banes to remain in this, er, �accursed place� another night.�
�Don�t tell me you�ve enlisted my staid butler in these schemes? I would think it beneath Bogsley�s dignity.�
Lucien seemed to ponder before answering, �Perhaps, Father, it would be best not to inquire too closely on some matters.�
�Good God!� the earl declared, and walked away, seeming shaken.
The following night, I helped again with hoofbeats, and later to make howling sounds as Lucien-and Fibbens-contrived to swing a headless �apparition� past their windows. Bogsley had recommended the village seamstress who made the monk. Each of the Banes caught no more than a fleeting glimpse of this phantom, but judging from the pandemonium which broke loose, this glimpse was more effective than a full night�s haunting. The Banes, looking haggard, were on the road back to London before noon, swearing never to return to the Abbey.
The earl declared it the most delightful Christmas gift his son had ever bestowed upon him, causing my mother a great deal of puzzlement.
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AS WE GREW OLDER, I LEARNED HOW RARE A GIFT I HAD FOUND in Lucien�s affection for me, and saw how infrequently he troubled himself to form friendships. He nevertheless grew into a man who was invited everywhere-and while his fortune, breeding, and rank might have guaranteed that to him in any case, there was a vast difference between the welcome Lucien was given by leading members of the haut ton and that afforded to others. That I benefited from my connection to him is without doubt, and was a fact decried by Lord Henry Bane, Mr. William Bane, Miss Fanny Bane, and the Dowager Lady Sophia Bane, who made no less imposing a widow than a wife. Lucien�s aunt might complain all she liked about �persons who were no blood relation� enjoying �privileges above their station,� but she found few who paid heed to her.
Our parents died together in a carriage accident when Lucien was but twenty-two. He succeeded to his father�s dignities, and two years later, married well. His wife was a young beauty with a handsome dowry, although his own wealth precluded anyone from imagining him a fortune hunter. Lucien, unlike so many of our order, married for love.
I was myself by no means penniless, having come into an inheritance through my mother�s family. Not long after Lucien wed, feeling restless, I used some of my own fortune to buy colors, and left for the Peninsular War, to see what I could do to hamper Boney�s efforts in Portugal and Spain. Lucien and I exchanged letters, and although the mail was not always reliable, his correspondence made my soldier�s life easier to bear. Some made me long to be home, of course. Of all of these, the most heartrending was the one in which he told me of both the death of his wife and of the birth of his son.
It was not his way to be effusive-neither in grief nor in joy-but in this letter he wrote a litany of all the small pleasures he would miss-hearing the soft rustle of her skirts as she entered the library while he read, watching her blush at an endearment, listening to her sing softly to herself as she walked through the Abbey gardens, unaware that he was near-and I came to a new understanding of how deeply he had cared for her. Beyond that one letter, he never wrote to me again of her, though even over the great distance between us, I could sense Lucien�s sadness.
But gradually, over the next two years, I began to see that he had found a new source of joy, as well. Letter after letter described the latest news of Charles Edward Rolingbroke, my nephew and godson. Lucien clearly doted on his heir. I saved these letters, as I had every letter before, reading them again and again.
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I NEXT SAW LUCIEN WHEN HE APPROACHED MY BED IN A DISMAL London hospital. He looked for me there after Ciudad Rodrigo. He had seen my name among the lists of wounded and used his influence to discover what had become of me. I heard someone say, �Captain, you�ve a visitor.� I opened my eyes, and there stood Lucien, looking ridiculously worried. Delirious with fever, nevertheless I recognized him-at least for a few moments, when he seemed to me some last vision granted to me before dying. I was too weak even to speak to him, and remember nothing more than smiling foolishly at him. Neither do I remember being moved from that place, and taken to Rolingbroke House, his fashionable London residence. The quality of my care was improved immeasurably, and eventually, the fever subsided.
When at last I no longer burned alive with it, I was still weak and somewhat confused about my change of circumstance. I knew I was in Lucien�s home, and fell asleep not long after a recollection came to me of Lucien arguing with a doctor, refusing to allow me to be bled. This was confirmed by the doctor when I awoke the next morning. He chuckled. �No, wouldn�t let me bleed you, and offered to-how did he put it now? Oh yes, he promised to draw my own claret if I caused you to lose one more drop of yours. Well, my fine captain, I�d as soon fight Boney himself than try to cross swords with the earl.� My wounds, he told me, would leave me with a few scars and a permanent limp. �But only two days ago, I tried to convince his lordship that your funeral service should be arranged, so you are in far better case than expected.�
Not much later, Lucien himself came into my room, under strict orders not to make his visit a long one. I told him I did not want to burden him with the care of a lame stepbrother who was weak as a cat and not of as much use.
�I shall fetch that doctor back here,� Lucien said, �and demand a return of his fee. He distinctly told me you were no longer delirious, but here you are, speaking utter nonsense!�
�Lucien-�
�No, wait! Tell me you aren�t feverish, for I�m only allowed a short visit, and I shall be driven mad by your nephew if he isn�t allowed to at last lay eyes on his Uncle Edward.�
�He�s here?� I asked.
But that question was answered by the entrance of a small boy, who, over his nurse�s protests, opened the door and ran toward his father. He was the spit and image of Lucien.
�Papa!�
�Your lordship,� the flustered nurse said, �I beg your pardon! I�ll take him right out again.�
�Oh, no, madam!� Lucien exclaimed in mock horror. �Leave him with me. My brother has seen enough warfare as it is.�
She left us, and no sooner had the door closed than Charles�s questions began.
Did I feel better? Yes.
Had I hurt my head? Yes, that was why I wore a bandage.
Had I hurt my leg, then, too? Yes.
Did a Frenchy hurt me? Yes.
He offered to send his father to hurt the Frenchy in return. I thanked him, but said I would prefer we all just stayed home together for a time, for I had missed my brother, and would like to become acquainted with his son.
Why was my skin so brown? A soldier spends a great deal of time in the sun.
�That will do, Master Pokenose,� Lucien said, causing his son to giggle. Obediently, though, Charles ceased asking questions. He sat quietly while Lucien discussed plans for removing to the countryside. Quite against my will, I began to fall asleep. Charles brought this to his father�s attention, which brought a rich laugh from Lucien.
�Indeed, youngster, you are right. We�ll let him rest for now.�
I murmured an apology, stirring awake as I felt a small hand take my own.
�Papa says you�re a great gun and we must help you to get better.�
�My recovery is assured, then,� I said, �but it is your papa who is the great gun.�
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OVER THE NEXT THREE YEARS, I WOULD COME TO BELIEVE MORE and more in the truth of that statement. Fibbens was made my valet, a job that for some months involved the added duties of attending an invalid. I came to value him greatly. As my physical strength returned, though, it was Lucien and his son who would not allow me to retreat from the world.
Charles�s energetic encouragement and Lucien�s refusal to permit me to mope over my injuries kept me from falling into a fit of the dismals. Before long, I seldom thought so much of what I could not do, as what I could. Charles continued to delight me-I could not have been more attached to him if he had been my own boy.
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ON THE NIGHT FOLLOWING LUCIEN�S FUNERAL, RECALLING MY brother�s life, I wondered how I would be able to comfort Charles over the days to come, when the numbness I felt now would undoubtedly wear off.
When Lucien�s horse, Fine Lad, had returned riderless to the stable just three days earlier, a large group of men searched frantically for him-servants, tenants, and neighbors. It was I who found Lucien. I had followed a route he often took through the woods when he rode for pleasure and discovered his motionless form along this path. He lay pale and bleeding beneath a shady tree-a thick, broken, bloodstained branch beside him. I did my best to staunch the wound on his head, and to keep him warm, even as I shouted for help.
All along the way back to the Abbey, the men who helped me carry him on a litter, and then to place him in a wagon, recounted several of the strange riding accidents of which they had heard. It was their way, I realized later, of trying to make sense of what seemed impossible-that Lucien, an excellent horseman, would be so careless while riding among low-lying branches. I had the broken branch with me, though, to prove it, as much to myself as anyone. And I would show it to Lucien, and ask him what the devil he was about.
A fractured skull, the doctor said. Lucien never regained consciousness.
I knew the sort of blind rage that is the consort of our worst grief. I thought of burning the branch that had struck him. I thought of taking an ax to the tree, felling that which had felled him. I thought of shooting the horse.
I did none of these. Perhaps it was the horse�s name that cleared my mind: Fine Lad.
Charles needed me.
That single thought cooled my rage.
Lucien�s will made me Charles�s guardian and trustee. I knew he did not merely want me to keep Charles�s fortune safe, to simply be certain that he was sent to the best schools. I was to teach him what the Abbey meant to his family, what it meant to be the Earl of Rolingbroke, what he owed to his name, and owed to the memory of two good men who had held the same long list of titles before him. I had no fear that Charles would fail to be a credit to them-he was already so much his father�s son.
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THAT EVENING, SITTING BEFORE THE FIRE, REMEMBERING LUCIEN, I knew that I would protect my young godson with my life. As the clock struck midnight, I vowed that I would do my damnedest to keep Lucien alive in his memory.
I had no sooner made this vow than the library door flew opened, startling me. Charles, pale and tearful, ran toward me, frantically calling my name. I opened my arms to him, taking him up on my lap, and waving away the small army of concerned servants whose grasps he had eluded.
As the door to the library closed again, I tried to soothe him. �What�s wrong, nipperkin?� I asked, thinking I already knew the answer.
�Papa�s alive again,� Charles sobbed.
�What?� I said, thinking I must have misheard him.
�Papa�s alive. But he was dead, and now he scares me.�
Was this some strange manifestation of a child�s grief, I wondered? �What do you mean, Charles?�
The boy shivered. �I mean, I saw him. His ghost.�
I sought an explanation. �You were sleeping-�
�It was not a dream!� he insisted, with a familiar obstinacy.
I hesitated, then asked, �Charles, have you been speaking to the Banes?� The odious family was here-the dowager, Henry, William, and Fanny. The Banes had insisted on sleeping in a different wing than the one they had last occupied, although Henry now pooh-poohed the ghost story, saying it was undoubtedly one of Lucien�s larks.
They had arrived, clearly, not so much for the funeral as for the reading of the will, and to say they were angry with its terms is to vastly understate the matter. Had William not intervened, the dowager, it seemed, would have been carried off on the spot by an apoplexy. �It is of no use, Mama,� he said. �You should have known how it would be.�
The dowager continued to bemoan her faithless nephew�s lack of consideration for his own family, but not quite so intensely. Nevertheless, there was enough ill-concealed venom among the Banes to recall to me my first encounter with them, and I made sure Charles was never left alone with them.
�No,� Charles said now. �I don�t like them.�
�You are a wise young man.�
�Then why don�t you believe me?�
�Did I say I did not believe you? Kindly refrain from making assumptions.�
�What are those?�
�Er-don�t believe you know something until you�re sure you do know it.�
He frowned as he puzzled this out, but he had stopped crying.
�Do you know, Charles-the more I think about this, the more I�m sure there is nothing to be frightened of here. Your father loved you very much, and would never harm you.�
�Yes,� he said, slowly. �And I have a great many things I should like to say to him, that I have been thinking of these past few days. But one can�t help but be frightened of ghosts, even good ghosts.�
�No one can blame you for feeling frightened. I�m glad you came to me. I promise I will protect you, Charles. Your father asked that of me, and I gave him my word that I would.�
He sat quietly with me for a time, lost in his own thoughts. He was past the age when he wanted to be carried or held, which gave me some idea of how terrified he was now. I was sure he had merely dreamed of Lucien, but I knew he did not believe this to be the case.
�Do you think he was trying to tell me something?� Charles asked.
�Perhaps he was,� I said.
�What?�
I reached for a packet of fragile papers lying on the small table next to us. �Let�s see if we can guess. When I was fighting in the Peninsula, and your father and I were far away from one another, he wrote these letters to me. Would you like me to read them to you?�
He nodded, and I chose one of the letters Lucien had written about him. He was pleased and laughed at Lucien�s comical descriptions of him as an infant, then asked me to read another. So we continued, until he suddenly said, �I smell smoke.�
�You have been listening to your Aunt Sophia.�
But before he could protest, I heard the shouts of the servants, and cries of �Fire!�
�We must help them put it out!� Charles said, jumping up from the chair.
I knew the same impulse, but what came quickly to mind were a series of drills that Lucien had insisted upon. I had always had the role of finding Charles in whatever room he might be in, and taking him to safety. I used to argue with Lucien, saying that a man with a pronounced limp was hardly the most suitable person to be saving his heir, but he remained stubborn on this point. Remembering my vow of hardly more than an hour before, I grabbed Charles�s hand before he was out of reach.
�Your lordship,� I said sternly, using the form of address which he knew to be a command to be on his best behavior. �You must not run toward the fire. You must allow me to keep you safe-just as we practiced. Come now.�
I saw the briefest mulish cast to his face before he relented, and allowed me to lead him out of the library. Fibbens, his face blackened with soot, was rushing down the stairs. �Oh, thank goodness!� he cried in relief. �Forgive me, Captain-we feared the young master had returned to bed! His chambers are on fire!�
�My room!� the young master wailed.
�He will tell you more when we are all safely outside,� I said, more shaken by Fibbens�s announcement than I cared to admit. �What of the staff and the other guests?� I asked, as we made our way.
�Everyone accounted for, sir. The fire has not spread beyond the young master�s chambers. If you do not mind, I�d like to assure the others that his lordship is safe-�
�Yes, of course.�
�Thank you, sir. Those who are not attempting to put out the fire should be downstairs shortly.�
At the front steps, it occurred to me that we were without cloaks, and Charles was without shoes. A fault in our drills, which had taken place in summertime. There had been little snowfall of late, but it was cold. I placed my coat around Charles�s small shoulders-much to his delight-and lifted him into my arms.
Soon the Banes began to join us on the front drive. Aunt Sophia was wrapped in what I recognized to be William�s many-caped driving coat. She�d not had time to put on her wig, and looked a positive fright. Fanny seemed to have borrowed boots from one of her brothers, but no coat-she shivered in a rather unbecoming nightgown. Henry appeared before us still fully dressed, but rather well-to-live, as the saying goes-from his unsteady walk, I suspected he had made substantial inroads on the Abbey�s wine cellars. William, too, was dressed, although from his mother�s criticisms, it was clear that he had remained in the building longer than she believed safe.
�And look! Your new coat from Weston-ruined!�
The expensive coat of blue superfine was indeed smudged. �Unlike some others I could name,� he sneered, looking reproachfully at Henry, �I attempted to make sure the old pile didn�t burn down around my family�s ears!�
Henry waved a vague hand of disinterest and stared toward the building. Smoke had stopped billowing from the window of Charles�s room. I prayed that meant the fire was under control.
�Here, Fanny,� William said, taking off the coat. �You wear it. You look as if you�re likely to freeze to death.�
But Fanny, after bestowing a grateful smile on him, proved to be her mother�s daughter. �Ugh!� she said, wrinkling her nose. �It smells of smoke.�
William rolled his eyes.
�I do not know why I allowed you to talk me into staying at this accursed place!� his mother said to him.
�I talked you into it! That�s a loud one!�
�Do not use that horrid cant with me, my young man! I won�t have it!�
I realized that Charles was providing an interested audience to this byplay. Still holding him, I walked a bit apart from them.
Bogsley and Fibbens appeared, bearing cloaks and blankets. Fibbens attended the Banes, while the elderly butler approached us.
�Bogsley, please tell me what has happened!� Charles said.
�I am pleased to say, your lordship, that the fire is out, and little damage done. Your dear father had made preparations, you know, and the staff responded in a way that would make him proud, if I do say so myself.�
�The next time I see him, I shall tell him how well you did,� Charles said.
Bogsley, that most self-controlled of all God�s creatures, did not blink an eye, but I heard the slightest catch in his voice as he answered, �Thank you, your lordship. I pray that will not be for some time yet.�
�One never knows,� Charles said.
Worried over the effect these words seemed to have on the butler, I quickly said, �You�ve given us good tidings indeed, Bogsley. I trust none of the staff took any hurt?�
�None whatsoever, sir.�
�Please thank everyone for saving our home,� Charles said, then turned to me. �Perhaps Cook could give a jam tart to each of them.�
�Yes, or whatever other treat might be managed,� I said, pleased with his show of manners, but hard-pressed to maintain my gravity.
�Your lordship is very kind,� Bogsley said.
�Thank you so much for the cloak, Bogsley,� I said. �I do not think his lordship intends to return my coat.�
At this Charles laughed, and we made our way indoors.
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ONLY THE PROMISE OF A JAM TART CONVINCED CHARLES TO spend a few moments with Fibbens, while I inspected the damage. The hallway reeked of smoke, but the flames had been confined to one portion of Charles�s room.
�I�m afraid his lordship won�t be able to sleep in here this evening, sir,� Bogsley said.
�You remain the champion of understatement, Bogsley.� Charles�s bed had been reduced to ashes.
�Thank you, sir. It would seem that a candle or lamp was left burning on his night stand, and ignited the bed-curtains.�
�Except that being something of a little lion, his lordship does not suffer a fear of the dark, as some children do. He prefers a dark room, and has never required any sort of candle or lamp to be lit in his room. And in fact, he closes his bed-curtains about him, to keep out the light.�
�Yes, sir.�
�I looked in on his lordship earlier this evening. He was sound asleep. There was no candle burning in here at that time. I brought one in with me, and used it to see my way out. Has anyone else been in here this evening?�
�Until we were engaged in extinguishing the fire, no sir. I should say, no member of the staff entered this room since his lordship called for you, Captain Edward. But by that time, his lordship was rather determined to find you on his own.�
�And the Banes?�
�I�m afraid I couldn�t say, sir-not just at this moment.�
I knew he would discreetly question the Banes�s servants. After a moment�s silence, I said, �I will speak plainly to you, Bogsley. I am concerned for his lordship�s safety.�
�Understandably so, sir.�
�I will do my best to resolve this matter as soon as possible. In the meantime-�
�You may rely on me, sir-indeed, on all of us.�
�For which I�m grateful. Please have a truckle bed placed in my room until we can make other arrangements. I need not add that I would prefer we do not alarm his lordship with our concern.�
I thanked him again and fetched my nephew from the kitchen, where he was, as usual, being cosseted past redemption.
Charles, pleased that we would be sharing a room, nevertheless protested my plan to place him in my bed, while I slept on the truckle bed.
�But Charles,� I said, �there are no bed-curtains on the truckle bed, and as you can see, there is a great deal of moonlight tonight.�
He had no argument against this and thanked me politely before allowing me to tuck him in. �But keep the curtains open just a bit, if you please. Then I shall know you are here, keeping me safe.� So much, I thought, for hiding our concern.
I lay awake on the truckle bed, listening to his breathing settle into the rhythms of sleep. My feet suddenly felt a little cold, and then I heard a voice whisper, �Well done, Master Quakeboots.�
I sat bolt upright. By the light of the moon I could make him out, a faint but definite image of my dead brother, sitting at the foot of my bed.
My heart pounding, I opened my mouth to let out a cry, but I was frozen with fright.
�Please don�t,� he said. �I frightened Charles so badly early this evening, I don�t think I can forgive myself if I do so again. I cannot tell you how awful it is, Edward, to become a specter of horror to those you love. It nearly puts me in sympathy with Aunt Sophia, parading about without her wig.�
I felt a giddy sensation, but stopped myself short of laughing aloud. �By God, it is you!� I whispered.
�Lord Shivershanks, at your service.� He gave his familiar little bow.
�Oh, Lucien, how I�ve missed you already! How shall we contrive to get along without you? Whatever possessed you to ride so carelessly?�
He gave me a look as cold as the winter night. �My dear Edward, do not be a sapskull! Would I have endangered my life-to say nothing of the future of that precious boy sleeping next to you? Carelessly toss away my days with him? When have you ever known me to take foolish chances since his arrival?�
�Exactly my thoughts, Lucien, truly-�
�Yes, I heard you say so not long before I-well, I haven�t completely departed now, have I?�
�How good it is to be able to speak to you again! But-is it terrible for you?�
�Not in the least-well, no, that isn�t true. There are things that one longs for, and can never have in this state, so one certainly feels a desire to-to get on with it, shall we say? As much as I am loath to leave you-and I promise you, I did my best to stay-now I feel something like a traveler who has harnessed his horses, placed his trunks on the coach, and climbed within-but sits in his own drive.�
�Not-not unsure of his destination!�
He laughed, and said, �Hardly gratifying that you have doubts! But you may be at ease on that score. I�m quite curious about the place, but my departure has been delayed. I gather I have some unfinished business here, and it isn�t difficult to see what it is. First, we must find my murderer, for that person is threatening my son�s life, now that I am-supposedly-out of the way.�
�Your murderer!� I said blankly.
�My dear Edward, have you not been attending?�
�The branch-�
�Was off the tree before it struck my head.�
�But I saw the place on the tree where the branch had broken off. It was not cut clean, as it would have been if cut off the tree with an ax.�
�I�m not saying my murderer was stupid. I�m only saying that the branch was already broken off the tree before it was applied-with some force-to my head.�
�Then how-�
�I�m not sure of all the particulars, but I�ll tell you what I do know. Examine Fine Lad, if you would, please-why are you looking so pale? You aren�t going to faint on me, are you?�
�The horse-I almost had him shot.�
He studied me for a moment, then said, �If I could have found a way to leave you without grief, Edward, I would have.�
I could not speak.
�I take it the poor creature has not been sent to his equine reward?�
�No, I decided that I needed to think of Charles, and not of killing horses or felling trees.�
�Dependable Edward. I could not have left Charles in better hands. Still, what impressive vengeance you planned on my behalf! I�m touched, truly. Now-let us channel that determination toward saving my son.�
�Yes. Tell me more about what happened to you-and your horse.�
�I was about to slow him, knowing we were coming up to that tree, when something slowed him for me-rather abruptly. Without the least warning, Fine Lad-who is quite sure-footed-stumbled hard near that tree. I flew from his back, landing flat on my face, the wind knocked out of me-disgraceful, but please note that I was still holding fast to the reins. I slowly raised myself to my hands and knees-a bit unsteadily-when suddenly a cloaked figure stepped out and knocked me senseless with that blasted branch. Hurt like the very devil-briefly.�
�A cloaked figure?�
�I�m afraid he was off to one side-the better to swing that branch, I suppose. All I saw were a pair of men�s boots-rather expensive Hessians, if I�m any judge-and the front of a large, black cloak. I was struck down before I saw a face, but I�d lay odds my attacker was wearing a mask.�
I considered this, and said, �Can you travel from the Abbey grounds?�
�I�m not sure. I can move within the Abbey, and at least as far as where you were standing tonight. I�m rather new at this,� he added apologetically.
�Were you in Charles�s room when the fire started?�
�No, although-it�s the strangest thing, Edward. I was merely looking in on him, watching him sleep, when I felt this urgent need to appear to him, even though I knew it would scare him-as if it were so vital to awaken him, I could not remain hidden.�
�It was vital,� I said. �Had he not come to me in the library, he might have perished in that bed.�
�And Henry Bane would have become the Earl of Rolingbroke.�
�Yes. But it was William whose coat smelled of smoke and showed signs of being singed.�
�Hmm. How disappointing. William has actually spoken kindly to me once or twice in the past few years. But then, he needed to borrow money.� He sighed. �He�s not immediately in line for the title, but I suppose if two Rolingbrokes could be disposed of, Henry might have a short tenure as well.�
�Who are you talking to?� a child�s voice asked. I looked in some dismay at Charles, peering at me sleepily from the bed. I glanced toward Lucien, but he had disappeared.
�Myself, Charles.�
�That�s a loud one,� he said, yawning.
�I beg your pardon?� I said, and thought I heard a ghostly chuckle near my ear.
But Charles had fallen asleep again, and though I whispered Lucien�s name, he did not reappear that night.
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CHARLES WAS STILL SLEEPING PEACEFULLY WHEN I BESTIRRED myself just before dawn the next morning. I awakened Fibbens, who gladly kept watch over him while I went to the stables. I went down the row of stalls until I came to that of Lucien�s favorite, Fine Lad. An old groom was with the big dark bay, applying fomentations to its legs.
�I�m afraid he�ll be scarred, sir,� the old man said, showing me the horizontal cuts which neatly crossed the front of Fine Lad�s forelegs. �But he should be right as rain otherwise.�
�Those wounds-could they have led to the late earl�s injuries?�
�I wondered about it, sir, and thought p�haps he�d been tripped up, like. But then there was that branch, so I figgered our Fine Lad here hurt himself on the way home.�
�Tell me-what do you mean, tripped up?�
�It�s an old bad �un�s trick, sir-they puts a rope across the road.�
�But the earl would have seen such a rope.�
�Beggin� your pardon, but no, sir. The way it works is, Mr. Thief finds a place near a tree, like, and ties th� rope around its trunk. Then he lays the rope across th� road, and covers it with leaves, so it�s hidden. Along comes a fine gentleman like our lordship, and Mr. Thief waits until he�s near abreast of �im, and yanks hard as hell-beggin� your pardon-he pulls it tight, see, and the horse can�t stop nor mebbe even knows what�s hit �im, and while all�s confusion, he coshes th� fine gentleman-if he ain�t already knocked in the cradle by the fall. Then he robs him, and that�s that.�
�How do you know of this �tripping up�? Has this ever happened near here before?�
�Oh, not near here, sir. But I rememory it did happen to the earl�s-beggin� your pardon-the late earl�s uncle.�
�Lord Alfred Bane?�
�Yes, sir. �Is lordship�s groom told me of it. Said that when �is lordship were a young man, he was served just such a nasty trick, and took an awful blow to the side of �is brainbox-and that�s how he went deef in one ear, which is why �is lordship was forever shouting. I used to hate it when that man came near our horses-his late lordship, I mean, no disrespect intended-but y�see, ours t�weren�t used to all that shoutin� and carryin� on. So his groom tells me what happen�d t�him, and tells me that the robbers got to look no how anyways, �cause Lord Bane hadn�t more �n a few shillings on �im, whilst they were caught and hanged, which is what they deserv�d.�

[image: ]
I RODE MY OWN HORSE BACK TO THE PLACE IN THE WOODS where I had found Lucien. I searched for a likely place for an ambush, and found it just a few feet away. I did not find a rope, but one tree bore a mark on its trunk, a line that might have been made by a thin rope being pulled taut-and within the bark near that line, I found strands of bristly fiber, as from a cord or rope.
I searched on the side of the path directly opposite, as I might have searched for signs of an enemy�s camp during the war. My search was rewarded-I discovered a spot with a good view of the path, where sticks and leaves had been crushed. It was a place near a fallen log where fragments of brown shell told me that someone had eaten walnuts while they waited for the sound of an approaching rider, a place where someone�s boots had made marks in the soft, damp earth.
I spent a little time also in studying the tree which had supposedly caused Lucien�s injury, and the place where the branch had broken off. I rode my horse slowly down the path, halting in front of the tree, which allowed me an even better view of the point of breakage.
Back at the Abbey, I again examined the branch. I spoke to Bogsley and two other servants before I went to my room and changed out of my riding clothes-which had become somewhat soiled during my explorations. I cleaned up in time to join Charles for breakfast. By then, most of the family was in the breakfast room. Lady Bane-wearing a purple turban-declared that the previous evening�s disturbance had quite ruined her appetite.
I thought Charles might make some remark about this, as her plate was quite full, but he seemed lost in his own thoughts, not even responding to her lecture about young children never being allowed to dine with their elders at Bane House. At one point, he looked up and smiled and winked at me, just as his father might have done. But before I could respond with more than an answering smile, my attention was drawn back to Lady Bane, who asked why I was smiling, and if I thought fires in the middle of the night were amusing.
�Mother!� William said desperately, �Your breakfast grows cold. Do try to eat something.�
She ignored him. She had other complaints to make, and ended her lengthy list of criticisms by saying, �We are leaving immediately after breakfast, Edward, and I cannot tell you what a relief it will be!�
�I�m sure it defies description,� I said.
She eyed me in an unfriendly manner, but was distracted when William said, �I am staying-if it will not be an imposition, Edward?�
�Staying!� Lady Bane thundered. �Why?�
�To better acquaint myself with my cousin,� he said.
�Edward is not your cousin!�
�I meant Cousin Charles,� William said, then added, �And Edward, too, of course.�
Henry, who entered the room at just that moment, said, �An excellent notion, William! I believe I will join you.�
William seemed displeased, but said nothing. There was no opportunity for him to speak. Lady Bane found their plans extremely objectionable. The matter was decided when Fanny said, �I�ll leave with you, Mother.�
It was decided because Lady Bane, ever contrary, said, �No, I�ll not have it said that I was backward in any attention due to my family. We�ll all stay.�
Into the awkward silence which met this decision came Charles�s voice. �I wish to discuss a private matter with Uncle Edward,� he said, then frowning, added, �If you will excuse us, please?�
He stood, then took my hand, and led me to the library. He closed the doors, then said, �All right, Papa!�
�Excellent, youngster!� Lucien said. �My son, as you can see, Edward, is a stout-hearted fellow.�
�I�ve known that for some time now,� I said.
�He whispered to me during breakfast!� Charles said gleefully. �He was with me while you were out riding this morning.�
�And Fibbens?�
�I believe he has recovered from his initial shock,� my brother said. �I�ve asked him to break it gently to Bogsley.�
��Zooks, Lucien! Is this wise?�
�I�d prefer they knew, rather than to come across me, er-accidentally. Fibbens will be here shortly to take Charles through one of the passages to the servants� quarters. Charles will be my ambassador.�
�That means I�m going to tell them I�m not scared of Papa, so then they won�t be either. I�m helping.�
�Yes,� I said, �you are.�
As soon as Fibbens-amazingly at home with members of the spirit world, it seemed to me-had led Charles from the room, I told Lucien what I had learned. He listened thoughtfully.
�I took another look at the branch this morning,� I said. �I realized that the bloodstains were on a section of the branch that you could not have struck with your head while riding. The bloodstains were on a part of the branch that was too close to the trunk of the tree-close to where it broke off from the trunk.�
�A part of the branch much thicker, I suppose, than the section I would have struck if I had ridden into it.�
�Yes. The Banes undoubtedly heard the story of their father�s encounter with ruffians many times. And of the persons currently staying or working at the Abbey, only the Banes and their personal servants would not know that Charles prefers his chambers to be darkened.�
�It could be one of the Banes�s servants, I suppose,� Lucien said, and I did not miss the note of hopefulness in his voice.
�No servant would gain from your death, Lucien. I do not like the idea of scandal in the family any more than you do, but Charles is very young, and by the time he is in society, this will be long forgotten.�
Lucien gave a bitter laugh. �Murder is unlikely to pass so quickly from even the haut ton�s collection of shallow minds. But for now, our first thoughts must be for Charles�s safety.�
�Yes.�
�So it is a Bane,� he said. �I do not believe it was Lady Bane-she would have made sure her wig was on.�
I laughed. �Nor can I picture her waiting patiently in the woods, or wearing Hessians.�
�All well and good. But now what?�
�I�m not certain which of the three �thatchgallows,� as you once called them, it is.�
�Surely not Fanny?�
�I would have ruled her out, until you told me of the boots. She was wearing a pair of them last night-and William and Henry were each already wearing their own. She�s strong. And remember how she used to spy on us?�
�Yes. But what would she have to gain?�
�I don�t know. Does she bear you any grudge?�
�Nothing to signify.� He couldnt exactly blush, but he was obviously embarrassed.
I raised a brow. �She had a tendre for you?�
�She believed we ought to marry. It was certainly not out of affection-it was a stupid idea placed in her head by her pushing mama. Aunt Sophia also tried to persuade my father that I should marry Fanny, but he was opposed-said he had seen at least three bad results of a marriage of first cousins. Alfred Bane was their first cousin, you will remember. Aunt Sophia was quite insulted, and nothing was said for years, but shortly after he died-let us say I told them I would respect my father�s wishes on the matter. When I became a widower, I almost thought Fanny would raise the subject again, but I think the notion of being stepmama to Charles put an end to her pursuit. Now-let�s look at Henry and William, then. William�s coat reeked of smoke.�
�According to Fibbens, William did attempt to help put out the fire. But since he was not trained in one of your drills, he was more a nuisance than a help, and Bogsley-in his inimitable Bogsley way, persuaded him to leave before he caused harm. Still-how did he find out about the fire so much sooner than the others?�
�And Henry?�
�Supposedly drunk.�
�Supposedly?�
�Oh, several bottles of your finest port are missing.�
�Charles�s port! But you sound as if you doubt he drank them.�
�I�m not sure. I find myself wondering where the empty bottles are, and why, at breakfast this morning, he did not appear to be suffering any ill-effects of such a binge.�
�A veteran drinker might be able to manage both the bottles and the morning.�
�True. And since I have long avoided the Banes, I have no idea if our cousin is a souse or abstemious.�
�Which leaves us where we started.�
�Do you know, this morning I found myself thinking like a soldier for the first time in a long time.�
�Meaning?�
�We must use strategy, Lucien. And I believe we would do well to take the offensive, rather than wait for the murderous Bane to make another attempt on Charles�s life.�
�Ah!� he said, smiling. �You want to set a trap.�
�Yes. We will each have a role-including Charles. Do you suppose, dear Lucien, that you could play the part of a headless monk?�

[image: ]
CHARLES PROVED TO BE HIS FATHER�S EQUAL AS AN ACTOR. HE staged a perfect tantrum, with Fibbens providing able support, just outside the morning room, where Henry had settled into a chair before the fire to read a newspaper. Lucien told us that was how he was occupied just before Act I, Scene I. Five minutes or so later, a child�s voice was heard in the hallway just outside the morning room door.
�There�s no such thing as ghosts!� Charles said angrily.
�Perhaps not, your lordship, but the north tower is dangerous. Your father meant to undertake repairs but-�
�I�m not afraid. It�s my treasure!�
�Not so loud, please, your lordship!� Fibbens said, knowing perfectly well that Henry Bane was undoubtedly pressing his ear to the door.
�Uncle Edward knows how to find it.� Charles declared. �We�re going treasure hunting!�
�Not with a houseful of guests, your lordship. It would be-er, impolite.�
That was my cue. �Charles, Charles! Are you talking that treasure nonsense again?� I asked. After a brief pause, I said, �Fibbens, I believe I will need my heavier cloak-and his lordship will need his own as well.�
�Yes, sir,� Fibbens said, and treading heavily, left the hallway.
�Charles, what have I told you about the treasure?�
�That we will find it tonight, because you promised Papa you would show me where it is.�
�Yes, And what else?�
�Not to tell the Banes. But Fibbens isn�t the Banes.�
�Fibbens is entirely trustworthy, but you never know who might be listening. So please don�t discuss it with anyone else. Now, here�s Fibbens with our cloaks. Have you your gloves? Excellent. Let�s go for our walk.�
Two slight variations on this performance were given-once for the benefit of Fanny and once for William.
Only Lady Bane seemed to enjoy a normal appetite at dinner that evening. Charles kept looking conspiratorially at me, which required no real acting.
Lucien�s role was proving the most difficult. To our dismay, he could not move objects, and any attempt to dress him in something other than the riding clothes he had been wearing on the day of his accident met with utter failure. Bogsley had unearthed the old headless abbot-the one the village seamstress had manufactured for that long ago Christmas haunting. It was losing its stuffing and looked a little aged, but we only needed the robe itself. However, when Lucien tried to put it on, it simply fell to the ground.
Making the best of what he could do, he practiced materializing, and soon had the knack of partial materialization. �I do so hate the prospect of being dead from the neck up,� he said, when he had managed to appear before us without a head. Charles, who had been rather thrilled with our story of swinging the �headless monk� past the Banes�s windows, asked the housekeeper if it might be possible to repair it. She stuffed a few pillows into the old costume, and our headless abbot had yet another round of life. Before falling asleep, Charles enjoyed playing with this large, if rather gruesome doll.
�Boys is all alike,� was the housekeeper�s assessment, with a nod toward Lucien and me.
At ten o�clock that evening, I awakened Charles from his brief slumbers. Bundled up in warm clothing, we carried shielded lanterns as we went through one of the secret passages to the north tower. The tower was built into the rise on which the Abbey stood. Perhaps at one time, it had indeed towered over the castle that had been here, but very little of the castle remained. Now the only apparent entrance to the tower was near the top of it-the tower was more akin to a well than a tower-more of it was reached by descending a staircase than by climbing. It was dank, musty smelling, and of no practical use.
I knew of no Rolingbroke who would dream of tearing it down.
After the treasure story had been spread about, Fibbens, several footmen, and other servants had taken turns keeping an eye on the Banes. None of them had yet been seen at the only tower entrance-the only entrance they would know of. In addition to it, there were two means of reaching the tower by secret passage. The one we were in ended on a sturdy, wide, stone platform, about halfway up (or down, as it seemed) the tower. Above us, a relatively new wooden staircase led to the tower entrance, off one of the Abbey hallways. Below us, at the foot of a crumbling stone staircase, was the other. As boys, Lucien and I had explored it, half-hoping, half-dreading we�d encounter the Headless Abbot. We found damp stones and little else.
Charles and I waited in relative comfort, hidden from view, our lantern shielded. We soon knew who the first of our arrivals would most likely be-Lucien came to report that within a few minutes of one another, Henry and Fanny had each softly knocked at the door to my room, and peered inside. They had then hurried back to their own rooms.
But it was William who opened the door at the top of the stairs, carrying a candle. He had opened the door and was halfway down the stairs when the door opened a second time. He turned to see Fanny.
�What on earth are you doing here?� he asked her.
�I might ask the same of you.�
�I�m looking for Henry. Do you know where he is?�
�I haven�t the vaguest. Where are Edward and the brat?�
In the darkness of our hiding place, I laid a finger to Charles�s lips. He nodded his understanding.
�How should I know?�
�I should have known it was all a Banbury tale,� she said.
�What are you talking about?�
�Don�t try to gammon me, dear brother. You�re here looking for the treasure, too!�
�I�m not worried about any treasure-�
�Not worried about any treasure! That�s a loud one! You who�ve been punting on River Tick for I don�t know how long!�
�If Mama could hear you using such terms-�
�Mama is sound asleep. Go on, deny that you�re one step ahead of the bailiff.�
�All right, I deny it. I�m not in debt. I�ve come about-thanks to Cousin Lucien.�
�What!�
�I never told you or Henry, but it�s true. He helped me, Fanny.�
�Why you?�
�Because he cared about the family, you baconbrain! Wasn�t just the money-he talked to me. Made me think, I tell you. So if anyone is planning any further mischief around here, they�ll have to come through me. I was too late for Lucien, and last night, I was sure I was too late to help Charles. But this time I�ve caught you, and I tell you I won�t allow it!
�Help Charles? Mischief? What on earth are you talking about?�
�My horse is in the stall next to Fine Lad. I think you know what that means.�
�That he�s eating his head off at his lordship�s expense.�
�Fanny!�
She eyed him malevolently. �Enough of your nonsense, William. Let me by. Edward and the brat will be down here any minute-probably working their way through the secret passage now.�
�Secret passage!� William said. �What secret passage?�
�The place is full of them. Don�t you remember me telling you that when we were here that last Christmas?�
William frowned. �No.�
�Well, maybe I told Henry, then. Which is of no importance in any case! Move off this staircase before I have to shove you off!�
�Touch me, and I�ll tell Mama that nothing pleases her spinster daughter so much as to dress up like a man and ride astride!�
�Oh! You won�t be alive to tell her! They�ll be burying you next to Lucien!�
�Now!� I heard Lucien say, and I pulled the shield off the lantern.
The sudden light caught the attention of the two Banes. But it was Lucien who caused William to give out a blood-curdling scream.
Charles clung to me, apparently more frightened by the scream than anything that had gone before.
�Lord Almighty!� Fanny said. �You frightened the life right out of me. What�s gotten into you! You�ll bring the whole house down on us!�
William, the color gone from his face, pointed a shaking hand toward Lucien.
�What?� Fanny said. �Speak up, now!�
�The Headless Abbot.�
�Headless Abbot! I don�t see any Headless Abbot! It�s just a light coming from one of those passages I told you about.�
�Don�t you see him?� William cried. �In riding clothes!�
�Are you back to giving me trouble over that? What�s it to you if I find men�s clothes more sensible for riding?�
Lucien tried moving closer to her. But while William swayed on his feet, Fanny was oblivious to him.
�William?� she said. �Are you feeling quite the thing?�
In frustration, Lucien materialized completely.
�Lucien!� William said, and fainted. Unfortunately, he was still on the stairs when this happened. Lucien tried to make a grab for him, but William fell right through him, tumbling down to the ledge.
Now Fanny screamed, but she obviously still could not see my brother.
�Fibbens, please take his lordship to safety,� I said, over Charles�s protests. �Ask Bogsley to bring some men with a litter to me.� And picking up a lantern, I limped out as quickly as I could to the landing, where William lay in a heap.
�Edward!� Fanny called, hurrying down the stairs and straight through Lucien without so much as a blink,
�Oh, help him, Edward!�
She stood nervously watching me. William made a groaning sound, and opened his eyes. �Edward?� he said dazedly. �Was it you all along?�
He then caught sight of Lucien standing behind me, though, and fainted once again.
I did my best to make him more comfortable. �Help will be here soon, Fanny,� I said.
�He�s broken his arm,� Lucien said, �but I don�t think he has any more serious injuries. Why do you suppose he could see me, but she can�t?�
�I don�t understand it,� I said.
Fanny, thinking I spoke to her, said, �Well I understand it! It�s all because of Lucien�s stupid story about the monk. He thought he saw the ghost. Just your lantern light, I daresay.�
We heard a sound then, a faint cracking noise from below.
Fanny�s face grew pale. �The abbot!� she said weakly.
�Henry,� I called, �are you down there in the dark eating walnuts?�
A long laugh echoed up the tower.
�Henry!� Fanny exclaimed. �Get help,� I said to Lucien.
�I�ll stay here, thank you,� Fanny replied. �Besides, you said help is already on the way.�
�Oh it is, dear Fanny, it is!� Henry said, lighting a lantern. He started up the stone stairs. �Where�s Charles?�
Lucien made a wild banshee sound, and swooped toward Henry. Nothing.
�Never mind the brat,� Fanny said impatiently. �Here�s your brother broken to bits!�
�I wouldn�t trouble yourself too much over William, Fanny.� Henry said. �He discovered my little plan, so I think it�s best if the next accident concerning an earl has something to do with trying to save my brother. Edward and Charles make a valiant, combined effort. Alas, it will be unsuccessful.�
�Will no one talk sense to me?� Fanny asked.
�Your brother Henry wants to be an earl,� I said. �So he murdered Lucien-right, Lucien?�
�Right.�
But Henry laughed and said, �Don�t tell me you think you can try that ghost business on me at this age, Edward! Now where�s that treasure? I warn you, I�m armed.�
�You�ll never own the Abbey�s treasure,� I said. �The Abbey�s treasure then, as it is now, was in the good men who have lived here-Lucien, and his father, and Charles.�
�Henry,� Fanny said, �tell me you didn�t harm Lucien!�
�Lucien? Oh, not just Lucien. Don�t forget his father and his ninnyhammer of a stepmother-you didn�t think that carriage overturned by chance?� I heard the sound of rock falling, and Henry said, �When I am earl, I shall have these steps repaired.�
�You�ll never be earl!� Lucien vowed.
I heard a commotion in the passageway. Fibbens�s voice was calling desperately, �Your lordship, no!�
Suddenly a white, headless figure with a bloodstained cassock came barreling onto the landing. Fanny, who did not see me grab hold of the small boy who carried it, let out the fourth scream to assault my ears in nearly as many minutes.
Lucien grabbed the pillow ghost, and went flying off the landing. Literally. Previously unable to support it, this time-perhaps somehow strengthened by his need to protect Charles-he was able to make the Headless Abbot billow impressively, and to aim it directly at Henry Bane. Henry fired his pistol at it, but the stuffed costume came at him inexorably, and knocked him from the stone stairs. His fall was harder than William�s, and fatal.
I called to Lucien, but he had disappeared.
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TWO WEEKS LATER, WILLIAM, RECOVERED ENOUGH TO BE MOVED, left with his sister and the much quieter dowager for Bane House. They wanted to be home in time for Christmas, which was drawing near. William and his sister were getting along fairly well by then-as we all were-and none of us told the dowager about her daughter�s clothing preferences. Although a scandal of a far more serious nature had been avoided, both Henry�s duplicity and his death had left Lady Bane shaken.
But even with the Banes gone and the immediate crisis over, I was feeling dismal, as was Charles. One night he came to the library at midnight, upset-not because he saw a ghost, but because it had been so long since he had seen one. I tried to explain his father�s traveling coach analogy, but Charles wanted that coach to return. �At least for visits,� he said tearfully.
I took out the packet of letters again, and read to him-this time, the letter Lucien had written to me on the death of his wife.
�I used to be able to picture her so clearly after she was gone,� a familiar voice said. �To feel her watching over Charles and me, sharing our joys. Do you know, I believe I now know why Fanny and Henry couldn�t see me, but you who�ve loved me can?�
�Papa!� Charles cried out.
�Yes, my boy, I�m back-for a visit.�
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GRADUALLY, OVER THE YEARS, WE SAW LESS AND LESS OF HIM. BY the time Charles had grown into a man, it was no longer necessary to trouble Lucien to be our ghost. By then, we knew how to recall his spirit in other ways-through fond remembrance, and the knowledge that we can never be truly parted from those we love.
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AND THAT, I�VE COME TO BELIEVE, IS THE TRUE SPIRIT OF Christmas.

Unharmed
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PACING MY SMALL CELL, TRYING NOT TO LISTEN TO THE racket around me.
They�ve just brought a meal to me, and I�m going to settle down to enjoy it. In the two days since Cindy�s death, I haven�t been able to get enough to eat. The authorities don�t know what to make of my appetite.
They�ve been by to see me a couple of times now; can�t make up their minds. I�ve watched them eyeing me, trying to figure out what went wrong, why I didn�t save her. Wondering if I killed her, or if it was an accident. They aren�t convinced of my innocence, but they�re equally unsure of my guilt.
I�ll tell you what I couldn�t begin to try to explain to them. Decide for yourself.
The last time I lost my appetite, I was with Cindy. We were together that evening, as we were every evening�
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SHE SET THE MEAL BEFORE ME WITH A SMALL FLOURISH. I STARED at it, only half-listening to her prattle mindlessly as she fumbled around in the kitchen, dishing up her own dinner. She insisted on this, this �eating in� every evening. And believe me, she was no gourmet cook. I could barely force myself to eat the unappetizing lumps in gravy that were supposed to resemble beef stew. Not that I know the first thing about cooking, but I wouldn�t have minded going out once in a while, nabbing a bite on my own. Fat chance. Cindy wouldn�t let me out of her sight.
Out of her sight. Poor choice of words, Alex.
Cindy was blind. That sense of duty I felt toward her, that protectiveness that is a part of my nature, welled up in me and made me feel ashamed. As penance, I finished off the last of the tasteless gruel.
Don�t let me mislead you. I didn�t stay with Cindy out of guilt or pity. I knew she was blind when I met her. I thought, at the time, that I was fully prepared to live with that fact. Being with her gave me a sense of purpose unlike any I had known before. I thought I loved her. I had even thought she loved me.
From the moment we met, though, Cindy had taken over my life. I admit that I allowed her to do so. In the beginning, I had an illusion of power. I was piloting her through the obstacles of life. What I failed to understand at the time was that I was also becoming completely dependent on her, not just for material things, but for companionship and a sense of being needed.
I was shuffled around a lot as a kid; I confess that I wouldn�t know my own mother if I met her on the street. Cindy offered stability, a chance to stay in one place. You don�t know how much I longed for that as a kid. But even the chance to have a place called home doesn�t explain how much I needed her. The praise and affection she lavished on me in the beginning became all-important to me; I would have done anything for her. But these days, she doled out her praise and affection in a miserly fashion.
Some might say I was ungrateful. After all, I was better off than a great many others. I wasn�t homeless, begging for a handout. Many in my position, with my background and limited education, would never live so well.
To our friends, we still appeared to be devoted to one another. Few of them realized that my devotion was a chore or knew how hard I had to work at it. Even the ones who knew how demanding Cindy could be still idealized our relationship.
I wondered at that, scratching my head in puzzlement. She heard the sound, of course. �Alex! Will you quit that scratching!� she snapped. I silently sulked off to my favorite chair. I didn�t like admitting she was right. Lately I had gotten into the nervous habit of scratching my head, and it annoyed the heck out of her. I�m sure it bothered her as much as her whistling between her teeth bothered me. Our nervous habits had started grating on each other.
Face it, Alex, I thought with a sigh, everything about her is grating on you.
Perhaps you think I was unnecessarily harsh in my evaluation, especially considering her physical challenges. Not so. Through my association with her, I met other blind people, and have found that they are as varied in personality as the sighted. I can honestly say that I would have been happy to be a friend or even more than a friend to a great many of them. Cindy would have driven me crazy even if she�d had 20/20 vision.
But I was stuck with her. My dependency on her for my livelihood was never far from her mind. Or mine. At night, I often dreamed of running away, living on my own. So vivid were these dreams that I would often startle myself awake. �What were you dreaming, Alex?� Cindy would ask sleepily. �You�ve been running in your sleep.�
I�ve been running away from you, I wanted to say, but it was no use. She always fell right back to sleep after asking the question. What did she really care about my dreams?

[image: ]
I HEARD HER WHISTLING TO HERSELF AS SHE FINISHED CLEANING up the dishes. That damned whistling was the worst of it. I tried in every way I could think of to let her know it annoyed me, but to no avail. She didn�t understand me at all.
Sure, the age-old complaint.
By the time she suggested an evening walk, I was more than willing to get some fresh air. I anticipated a stroll through the nearby park; maybe a chance to run into a friendly neighbor. But as I made the turn outside the door of our building, Cindy tugged at me so hard I nearly lost my balance.
�Oh no you don�t, Alex. I know what you�re up to. Well, we�re not going to the park. Not this evening.�
Well, okay, I admit it-there was a good-looking gal who often took a run through the park about that time of day, and she and I had exchanged some tender looks of longing. But it never went any further-how could it, with Cindy never more than two feet away from me?
I guess Cindy picked up on even my most momentary lack of attention to her and her needs.
I was soon distracted from all thought of the park. Cindy was, as usual, directing me in rude and abrupt tones. �Left, Alex.� �Right, Alex.� It was humiliating, being treated more as an errant child than as her partner.
I suddenly realized that this was what she envisioned every day of our life to be like. She would never trust me completely. She would depend on me, but not as a trustworthy companion. Not someone to really love. Knowing that I wasn�t trained for anything that would allow me to live as well as I did with her, she meant to use me shamelessly. She would rely on me to guide her from corner to corner, to keep her from bumping into things, to listen to her, to sleep beside her. But my own needs-to be treated with dignity, to be loved-those were of no consequence to her. She was in control.
�Slow down, Alex!�
All of these commands! I thought angrily. Couldn�t you think of some gentler way to let me know what you want?
She started whistling again. If it had been real whistling, real honest-to-God whistling, I think I could have lived with it. But there we were, walking toward the intersection, and she was doing it, whistling through her teeth. A tuneless, maddening sucking in and out of breath. I wanted to howl from the irritation of it.
It was just at that moment that she insisted on crossing the street. There was a van coming. I saw it, knew she was unaware of it. Knew without a doubt that the young driver was too intent on beating the light to pay attention to anything but the color of the signal.
Cindy tugged at me.
I stopped to scratch.
She lost her balance, losing her grip on me as she stumbled off the curb.
I let her go.
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IT�S GOING TO BE HARD TO FIND WORK AGAIN. MAYBE YOU CAN explain to them that I won�t fail next time. Tell them, if you would be so kind, one other thing: please don�t give me a whistler.
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News Item:
BLIND WOMAN KILLED

A young blind woman was killed by a hit-and-run driver yesterday evening at the corner of Madison and Oak. Police report that Cynthia Farnsworth, 24, was struck by a blue van driven by a white male youth.
Farnsworth, who had a guide dog with her, stepped off the curb just as the light was changing. James and Lois Church, who witnessed the accident, said the dog refused to cross the street, but did not attempt to prevent Farnsworth from doing so. One other witness, who asked that her name be withheld, claimed Farnsworth was thrown off balance and into the path of the van when the dog stopped to scratch his ear.
Guide dog trainers refused to speculate about the dog�s behavior, saying only that the dog�s training and fitness will be evaluated.
The dog was unharmed.

The mouse
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AT ONE TIME OR ANOTHER, EVERYONE HAS CARRIED A dead mouse around in his or her pocket.
I didn�t know that when I was in the fifth grade, or even in the seventh grade. I didn�t know it until fairly recently, when I confessed one of the greater shames of my childhood to Peggy, a friend at work.
Peggy and I are friends who work together; we don�t socialize outside of work very often. I don�t know why she was the one I confessed to, except that maybe sometimes when you�re around someone for eight hours a day and you�re comfortable with them, you start to tell them things about yourself, find yourself blurting out stuff that might end up making it impossible for them to be comfortable with you again. That was how big that mouse was by then.
I told Peggy that I�m not sure now whose fault it was that the mouse died. Maybe it was my fault, and not remembering is just a way of fleeing some of the guilt I felt when it died. I was ten years old, and so much was going wrong when I was ten, the death of the mouse seemed almost like a sign from God. Looking back, perhaps it was.
I was in fifth grade, and my mother had cancer. It was a word then, not something I really understood, just knew adults were very afraid of that word. I also knew that my mother was in the hospital a lot and I heard words murmured here and there about breasts being removed, and she was sad and tired and holding on to me more. I knew that my long hair had been cut for the first time in my life, cut because other people had convinced her that cutting it was something that needed to be done, something to make her life easier. But I think my hair was just something else she lost that year. Those were the things I knew, even in fifth grade.
The mouse was a classroom pet. It was brown and white and Mrs. Hobbs had allowed us to have it. It would sleep most of the time, but now and then it would run in its exercise wheel. Doreen Summers, who was my best friend, had brought it to school. Mrs. Hobbs said that if Doreen and I shared the responsibility of taking care of it, we could keep the mouse at school.
No sweat. Doreen and I were what they used to call �good citizens� in school. We were Girl Scouts in the same troop. We were two good Catholic girls who went to catechism class together. Of course, we also kept each other updated on any new cusswords and phrases we had learned. (Our favorite at the start of fifth grade: �A dirty devil�s behind in hell.� Her brother taught us that one.)
We were each ornery in our own way, and got into our share of trouble, but we knew how to take care of a mouse. We had each had hamsters as pets, and taking care of the mouse was not too much different. Every day, you put in fresh water and some food. Once a week, you cleaned the cage. Doreen couldn�t stand that job, but allergies had long inhibited my sense of smell, so I didn�t mind as much. Still, she didn�t shirk her duties. Doreen would take care of the mouse one week, I would take care of the mouse the next week. With a typical children�s sense of fairness, we decided that if one of us was absent on her mouse-caring day, she would have to make up a day for it at the beginning of the next week.
In October, a new girl came to school. Her name was Lindy and she was pretty and smart. Mrs. Hobbs liked Lindy so much, sometimes she hired Lindy to babysit her children. Only later would I wonder about the judgment of a woman who would leave several young children in the care of a ten-year-old. At the time, it just made Lindy seem all the more superior.
Lindy hated me. I have figured out the part about the dead mouse in everybody�s pocket, but I still haven�t figured out exactly what made Lindy single me out as the object of her hatred. Maybe it was because I looked like a target: unsure of myself with my short haircut; noticing that Doreen wasn�t exactly flat-chested anymore; worrying about what it meant to have my best friend grow breasts and my mother lose hers; wondering why adults shook their heads and looked at me with pitying faces when the cancer word was whispered. Or maybe I sparked some silly set of insecurities in Lindy.
Whatever her reasons, Lindy ridiculed me at every turn.
Gradually, she even wooed Doreen away from me. Soon, taking care of the mouse was the only connection Doreen and I had to one another. She dropped out of Scouts, which Lindy had declared was something for �kids.� Doreen�s mother still made her go to catechism, but we stopped walking over to church together.
I started going home for lunch more often, choosing to lose a few minutes to the walk home over sitting in the school cafeteria, watching Lindy snicker with Doreen as they looked over at me. I took long walks around the schoolyard by myself at recess. For the first time, I dreaded going school. When the flu went around that year, I caught it twice. I was glad to be sick with it. Throwing up was better than school.
One cold Monday morning, Mrs. Hobbs opened the classroom door, and let us in. The students who sat near the corner where the mouse cage was kept immediately complained of a smell. The mouse was dead.
Mrs. Hobbs was furious, angrily demanding that Doreen and I come over to the cage. �The mouse has starved to death,� she shouted, even though we were right next to her. �Which one of you was supposed to be feeding it?�
I looked at the cage in horror. No food. No water. I envisioned the little mouse, trapped, unable to do anything but starve. I started crying.
Doreen said with certainty that it was my turn to feed the mouse, I stammered that I thought it was Doreen�s. I was trying to figure out if that was true, even as I said it. I counted back on my fingers, confused, because each of us had been out for parts of the previous two weeks with the flu. Lindy proclaimed it was my turn. That settled it as far as Mrs. Hobbs was concerned. After all, I had been showing an amazing lack of attention to everything connected to school lately.
�Get rid of it. Get rid of it right now,� she said. �Take the cage out to the trash bin behind the cafeteria.� It was clear to everyone in the classroom who she was giving the assignment to. Doreen went back to her seat.
I picked up the mouse cage with the dead mouse in it and walked out of the classroom. I hadn�t had time to take my coat off yet, so I didn�t have to go back to my desk or do anything else to prolong my time in the hated classroom. My nose was running and I could hardly see for my tears, but I walked out to the big metal trash bin. I set the cage down on the ground near the bin, took out some tissue and blew my nose. I tried to calm myself. I opened the little wire door on the cage and took the mouse out.
His body was cold and stiff, but his fur was still soft and he seemed very small in my own small hand. I dropped the cage into the dumpster, but I didn�t put the mouse in with it.
I stood there, crying, wishing I was the one who was dead. I asked the mouse to forgive me for killing it, and asked God to please forgive me, too. I knew that Mrs. Hobbs had told me do something and that probably I should put the mouse in there and go back to class, to accept whatever happened as my penance for killing the mouse, even if I wasn�t the one who had killed it. It was at least a venial sin, I figured, to not have checked on the mouse on Friday.
The biggest problem for me at that point wasn�t facing Lindy or Doreen or Mrs. Hobbs or the class. It was ignominiously putting the mouse in the Dumpster without a Christian burial. All of my dearly departed hamsters were interred in a shady spot in my backyard. The class mouse, I decided, should rate at least as much consideration.
I wavered for a while, then went into the girls� bathroom. I carefully pulled off two paper towels and made a makeshift shroud of them. I gently tucked the dead mouse into my coat pocket. I wouldn�t go back to class, I decided. I would just walk home. I washed my swollen, reddened face and scrubbed my hands, and left the bathroom.
The janitor was standing in the hallway outside.
�What are you doing out of class so long?� he asked.
�Our mouse died,� I said, �Mrs. Hobbs asked me to get rid of it.� Not a lie, really, but I couldn�t bring myself to tell him that I hadn�t finished my assignment.
�Better not have plugged up the toilet,� he growled, then seeing my face, gently added, �Sorry about the mouse. They don�t live very long anyway. Go on back to class now, it�ll be okay.�
I couldn�t talk, let alone tell him that I was just about to ditch school for the first time in my life. Under his watchful gaze, I walked back to the classroom. I decided I would go home for lunch, and bury the mouse then.
Mrs. Hobbs might have felt bad about yelling, because she didn�t say anything when I came back into the class. She didn�t call on me, or even ask why I was still wearing my coat. Maybe she didn�t even look at me; I couldn�t say for sure, because I was just staring at the top of my desk, not saying anything to anyone, just wishing for two things: that it would be lunch time and that my hair would miraculously grow longer again so that I could hide behind the curtain of it.
But I hadn�t been back in the class for an hour before the kid sitting next to me complained that something smelled bad. I knew what he was smelling, even though I couldn�t smell it myself.
Mrs. Hobbs demanded an explanation. When I started to tell her that I wanted to take the mouse home and give it a funeral, she looked like she wished corporal punishment would be immediately reinstated. I looked helplessly to Doreen, who had officiated at some of the backyard ceremonies. She was silent. Mrs. Hobbs wasn�t. Apparently, pets in Mrs. Hobbs�s household were not given funerals. She told me to go back out, and this time, do as I was told.
I left the classroom hearing laughter. It seemed to start near where Lindy was sitting.
I didn�t go to the trash bin. I went home.
My mother was sleeping. She had been awake earlier, but I knew that since she had gone to the hospital, she slept whenever she could manage an hour or two away from me and my younger siblings. I took a big spoon out of a kitchen drawer, gathered up a box of toothpicks, a rosary, a St. Francis holy card, and some sewing thread. I quietly went out to the backyard cemetery and buried the mouse between the bodies of a hamster and a sparrow I had found not long before. I gave him the traditional gravemarker: a cross made with two toothpicks, on which the crossbeam is held in place by wrapping the thread around the intersection of the toothpicks. I put the rosary around my neck, recited the Prayer of St. Francis, and moved my right hand in benediction over the grave.
I could hear a bell tolling; the telephone. I ran inside. I wanted to catch the phone before it woke my mother. But I was too late; she stood in her robe in the kitchen, looking at me as I stood with dirt caked on me, spoon in hand, rosary around my neck. She had the phone to her ear, but I don�t think she was listening too closely.
She knew.
She knew I had been caught with a dead mouse in my pocket. But her face wasn�t angry like Mrs. Hobbs�s.
�Yes, she�s here,� I heard her say. There was a long pause, then she said, �No. I think I�ll keep her home today.�
She hung up the phone. I thought she might be angry about my ditching school, but she just told me that maybe I should get out of my priest�s clothes and wash up, maybe put on some pajamas instead. I nodded, then hurriedly followed her advice. By the time I was in my pajamas, she was lying down again. I tiptoed into her room, thinking she might have fallen back to sleep, but she was awake. She patted the bed next to her, and I crawled in beside her. She held me as if I were much smaller, close to where she had once had breasts. I had not ever been allowed to see her chest after the surgery, a radical double mastectomy, but I imagined that day that I could hear her heart better.
�Did you say the Prayer of St. Francis for the mouse?� she asked.
�Yes.�
�Then he had a very nice funeral,� she said, and fell asleep.
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EVENTUALLY, I WENT BACK TO SCHOOL. I DON�T REMEMBER NOW how long I stayed out; it seems to me I might have been allowed an extra day at home with my mother. No one mentioned the mouse to me. Doreen asked me if I wanted to walk to catechism with her. I said yes. We didn�t talk on the way there or the way home, though, and we never did anything together again after that. But she stopped hanging around Lindy.
The cancer moved to my mother�s liver. I said the Prayer of St. Francis one hundred times, but God didn�t accept it as a trade. She died the summer I turned twelve.
I started seventh grade the next fall at a new school, a junior high. All the kids from my school went to it, but kids from two other schools went there, too. I was making new friends and was feeling pretty good about the fact that I hadn�t cried at school, not even when other girls complained about their mothers.
One day, one of the new friends, Barbara, stopped me in the hall outside of geography class. She seemed uneasy about something, and asked me to walk away from the other kids who were waiting for the teacher to arrive. We moved a few feet away, closer to the lockers. �I have to ask you something,� she said. �Lindy has been going around saying that you used to walk around school with dead mice in your pockets. Is it true?�
�No,� I said quietly. �It�s not true.� I hesitated, wondering if anyone would believe the truth if I told it. Was every other kid from Mrs. Hobbs�s class saying the same thing?
But before I could make up my mind about what I would reveal, a locker closed behind us. I turned to see Doreen. She must have heard every word.
Doreen had changed a lot since fifth grade; we had even less in common. She had grown much taller and had really big breasts now, and I was still short and flat as a griddle. Doreen had beautiful long hair, and was popular. My hair was cut even shorter after my mother died, and my circle of friends was much smaller than Doreen�s.
She looked from me to Barbara, then her face set in a frown. I was expecting the worst. �Barbara,� she said, shaking her head. �Use your brain.�
She walked off. Barbara smiled at me and said, �Yeah, now that I think about it, that was a pretty stupid story Lindy was telling.�
But every now and then, throughout the school year, I was asked about dead mice.
I moved to a neighboring town the next year, when my father remarried. I grew my hair long again and, after a couple of years, I even got breasts and grew taller. No one at my new school knew about what happened when I was in fifth grade, or even that my father�s new wife was not my birth mother. By then, I knew how to keep a secret. And my stepmother defied the fairy tale image, loving her stepchildren so well that I decided God had not, after all, abandoned us.
Until the day before my college graduation, I never saw anyone from elementary school. That day, I had gone into a department store to buy some new underwear. As I approached the counter, I recognized the saleswoman. Lindy.
My first impulse was to run from her, my second to think up something cruel to say. Or maybe something snotty. (�Lindy, I�m giving the commencement address tomorrow. Why don�t you come on down and heckle me-you know, mention the mouse thing from fifth grade.�)
Instead, I just bought underwear. She didn�t seem to recognize or remember me.
In the car in the shopping mall parking lot, I held on to the steering wheel and screamed behind my teeth. As much as I wanted to, I knew I would never forget Lindy, or fail to recognize her.
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TO MY SURPRISE, PEGGY CRIED WHEN I TOLD HER THE STORY of the dead mouse in my pocket. It dawned on me, as I finished telling it, that just about all of us have these memories of some moment of humiliation, have secrets that weigh down our pockets, but are really no larger than a mouse. The things that we think will bring our lives to a halt, don�t. And no one remembers our shame as well as we do.
The next day, Peggy told me that she had gone home and told the story to her mother and to her elementary-school-aged daughters. Her mother cried, too.
Her daughters wanted to know if it was really true that I used to carry dead mice around in my pockets.
�Tell them yes,� I said, �it�s really true.�
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