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         They had been driving since dawn, but for the past two hours—since they had turned off the highway onto the winding road that led through the hill country—Kit Gordy
            had been sleeping. Perhaps not completely sleeping—a part of her mind had remained awake, conscious of the curves of the road,
            of the faint warmth of the September sunlight slanting through the window to warm her hair, and of the two voices in the front
            seat: her mother’s light and lilting, Dan’s low-pitched and even.
         

         
         But Kit rode with her eyes closed and her head settled against the back of the seat. In this way she could keep from joining
            the conversation. I will not talk to them, she told herself. I have nothing to say to them.
         

         
         When the car drew to a stop, she could not keep herself from opening her eyes. When she did, she found her mother turned sideways,
            looking back at her.
         

         
         “Hi, sleepyhead,” Mrs. Rolland said. “You’ve been missing a lot of pretty countryside—pastures and brooks and rolling hills.
            It’s been like something out of a picture book.”
         

         
         “Has it?” Kit asked with disinterest. She straightened in the seat and glanced out of the window. “Are we stopping for gas?”

         
         “That and directions,” Dan Rolland told her. “According to the map, this must be Blackwood Village, even though I can’t find
            a sign anywhere. It shouldn’t be far to the school now. Madame Duret’s letter said it was only about ten miles past the town
            limits.”
         

         
         The service station was small, with only one pump and one attendant, who could be seen through the open door, sitting with
            his feet propped on the cash register, reading a magazine. Kit glanced down the narrow street where the one block was lined
            with storefronts—a grocery store, a pharmacy, a hardware store, and a gift shop with a display of trendy items in the window.
         

         
         “It’s the middle of nowhere,” she said. “There isn’t even a movie theater.”

         
         “I think it’s nice,” Mrs. Rolland said. “I grew up in a little town like this one and it was delightful, with no noise, no
            pressure, everybody knowing everybody else. I didn’t realize places like this existed anymore.”
         

         
         “When we get back from Europe,” Dan said, “maybe we can find one. To live in, I mean.” His voice was gentle—phony, Kit thought—like something from a Sunday afternoon TV show. But her mother didn’t seem to think so. She smiled and tilted
            her head, looking almost girlish, despite the lines at the corners of her eyes and the faint sheen of silver in her dark hair.
         

         
         “Could we?” she asked. “But Dan, your work . . .”

         
         “They have lawyers in little towns as well as big ones. Or I could just drop law altogether and open a movie theater in Blackwood
            Village.”
         

         
         They laughed together, and Kit turned her head.

         
         “The middle of nowhere,” she grumbled again. “A whole year here! I won’t be able to stand it.”

         
          “I wouldn’t worry.” The gentleness was gone from Dan’s voice. “I doubt that you’ll be getting into the village very often.
            Your life will be pretty centered around the school.”
         

         
         He gave the horn a beep and the attendant looked up, startled, took a moment to adjust to the summons, and slowly laid his
            magazine on the counter. He stretched, yawned, and finally got to his feet to come begrudgingly out to the car.
         

         
         “Want some gas, Mister? You can pump it yourself and pay inside.”

         
         “I’ll do that,” Dan said, “but I also need directions. Can you tell us how to find the Blackwood School for Girls?”

         
         “Around here?” The man looked bewildered.

         
         “It’s a boarding school run by a Madame Duret. The post office address is Blackwood Village, but the school itself is supposed
            to be out of town a ways. It used to be a private home owned by a man named Brewer.”
         

         
         “Oh, the Brewer place!” The man nodded in recognition. “Well, sure, I know where that is. I did hear that some foreign lady
            had bought the place. She’s had some of the town people up there during the summer getting it into shape, fixing the roof
            and the grounds and all. I think she’s hired Bob Culler’s girl Natalie to do kitchen work.”
         

         
         “Can you tell us how to get there?” Dan asked patiently.

         
         “That’s easy enough. Just follow this road through town and out the other side. It’ll take you up into the hills, and you’ll
            see a private road cutting in from the left.”
         

         
         He turned and went back inside, and Kit sighed, leaning her head back against the seat.

         
         “Honey, please.” Her mother turned to look at her with worried eyes. “Just give the school a chance. The pictures were so
            lovely with that wonderful old house and the pond and the woods all around it, and Madame Duret was so charming when we met
            her last spring. You seemed happy enough about going when we first suggested it.”
         

         
         “That’s when I thought Tracy was going,” Kit said. “I still don’t see why I can’t go to Europe with you and Dan. I won’t be
            any trouble. I’m sixteen. I can take care of myself.”
         

         
         “Kit, that’s enough.” There was an edge to Dan’s voice. “We’ve been over it and over it. I know your position in the family
            has been different from that of most girls; with just the two of you, your mother has treated you as her equal rather than
            a child. You’re strong-willed and independent and very used to running things. But you are not going with us on our honeymoon.”
         

         
         “But I don’t see—” Kit began. Dan interrupted her.

         
         “No more, now. You’re upsetting your mother.”

         
         He got out of the car, filled the tank, and went inside to pay. Kit and her mom sat in silence until he returned, got into
            the car, and started the engine. They pulled out onto the street and drove past the block of shop fronts and past another
            two blocks of small white houses, and then across a bridge over a narrow river where water swirled in frothy tumult between
            gray stones. Then the town was behind them and they began to climb.
         

         
         Trees grew thicker along the sides of the road as the fields gave way to woodland. Dense and dark and still smelling of summer,
            they laced their branches across the road. Like guards, Kit thought, protecting something that lies beyond.
         

         
         Growing up in the city, she had never had a chance to really know trees, only the ones in the park and the few small, thin
            ones in front of the public library. If you watched those carefully you could mark the seasons by their leaves: translucent
            green ones in the springtime that then drooped in the summer and crinkled and fell with the autumn frost.
         

         
         The trees they passed now were different, wild and strange, living a separate life of their own. Country trees. Mountain trees.

         
         
            
            * * * 

         

         
         “There’s nothing lovelier than upstate New York in the autumn,” Kit’s mother had said when the brochure describing Blackwood
            arrived in the mail. “The school sounds perfect. A small, select number of students, individual instruction in music and art,
            and all sorts of advanced studies that you wouldn’t get in a public high school. When you graduate from Blackwood, Kit, you
            should be able to get into any college in the country.”
         

         
         “This Madame Duret has an impressive background,” Dan had added, studying the written material. “She was the owner and headmistress
            of a girls’ school in London and before that she had one in Paris. And she has a fantastic knowledge of art. I recall reading
            an article about her once in Newsweek. One of the paintings she picked up somewhere at an auction turned out to be an original Vermeer.”
         

         
         “That would interest Tracy,” Kit had said. Her best friend, Tracy Rosenblum, considered herself an artist.

         
         “I wonder,” her mother had said thoughtfully, “if the Rosenblums might want to consider sending Tracy to Blackwood. They can
            certainly afford it, and the two of you have always been inseparable.”
         

         
         “Do you think they might?” Kit’s enthusiasm suddenly went up. She and Tracy had been close friends since elementary school.
            Going away to boarding school wouldn’t be so bad if Tracy were going too.
         

         
         So for six weeks she had drifted along, accepting whatever came—her mother’s marriage to Dan, their plan for a European honeymoon,
            the reams of tests that were necessary for entrance to Blackwood—confident that soon she would escape it all with her best
            friend.
         

         
         Then the notice had arrived that Tracy had not been accepted. It was as though the bottom had dropped out of Kit’s world.

         
         “I’m not going!” she had stormed. “It won’t be any fun without Tracy.” But for the first time in her life, she found herself
            faced with a stubbornness that matched her own.
         

         
         “Of course you’re going,” Dan had told her firmly. “You’ll make new friends. Knowing you, I won’t be surprised if you’re elected
            president of the student body the first week you get there.” He had smiled when he said it but the tone of his voice had left
            no room for argument.
         

         
         
            
              

         

         
         Kit had clung to one last hope that her mother might intercede for her, but that had faded today with each passing mile. Now
            they were on the final lap of the journey, with Blackwood only a matter of minutes away. There could be no turning back at
            this point; it was time to face the inevitable.
         

         
         They almost missed the road because it was not paved. Dan hit the brakes, brought the car to a stop, and backed it up again.

         
         “Could that be it?” he asked, frowning. “There isn’t any name on it. You’d think there would be a sign of some sort directing
            us in.”
         

         
         “Let’s give it a try,” Kit’s mother suggested. “We’ve come a good ten miles, and there haven’t been any other roads.”

         
         “Nothing to lose, I guess.” Dan pulled into the lane, and Kit felt the tires sink a little in the rich, damp soil.

         
         They inched their way along for several yards, and then the road curved and suddenly the trees closed in around them. It was
            as if the highway behind them never existed, for they were in a world of cool darkness where the only sound was the rustle
            of leaves and the only odor the wild, sweet smell of earth and woods.
         

         
         “This can’t be right,” Dan said.

         
         They continued inching forward as the road twisted and rose and turned again, and suddenly they were passing through an open
            gate in a high spiked fence. Gravel crunched beneath the wheels.
         

         
         “This is it,” Kit exclaimed, surprised into speech. “There’s the sign—this is Blackwood!”

         
         For a moment she forgot that she did not want to be there and simply sat, staring wide-eyed at the vista that had opened before
            them. There on a rise above them stood a house such as she had never envisioned in her strangest dreams.
         

         
         It was huge, three stories tall with a black slate roof so steep that it seemed to fall rather than slope to its outer edge.
            The walls were of gray stone, no two of the same size and shape, yet arranged somehow, one upon another, so as to fit together
            like a child’s jigsaw puzzle. The huge front door was flanked by stone lions and the steps leading down to the driveway were
            fashioned of the same stone. Centered on the second-floor level there was a deep-set window of stained glass. The other windows
            were more ordinary in construction, but the late afternoon sunlight struck them now in such a way that it seemed as though
            the entire interior of the mansion was ablaze with orange flames.
         

         
         “Good lord!” Dan exclaimed, letting his breath out in a low whistle. “You won’t be missing a thing, Kit, by not going with
            us to Europe. You’re going to be living in a castle.”
         

         
         “It didn’t look like this in the brochure,” Kit said. “Did it?”

         
         She tried to picture the photograph of the school that had been part of the folder, but she could not see it in her mind.
            It seemed to her that it had been of an ordinary enough looking building, large, of course, as a school would have to be,
            but nothing special.
         

         
         “The picture didn’t do it justice,” her mother said now. “And to think, this was once a private residence! It’s hard to imagine
            what sort of people must have lived here, way up in the hills so far from the nearest little town.”
         

         
         Dan shifted into first gear and they continued up the driveway.

         
         But for some reason it seemed to Kit that they were not covering any distance. The house stood above them still, no closer
            than it had been when they had turned in at the gate. It was an illusion, she knew, something to do with the curve of the
            driveway and the angle at which they were approaching, but the car itself did not seem to be moving. It was as if the house
            were growing larger, reaching out its great gray arms to gather them in. She could not move her eyes from the glowing windows,
            dancing before her like a hundred miniature suns. Kit shivered with the sensation of an icy wind blowing across her heart.
         

         
         “Mom,” she said softly, and then, more loudly, “Mom?”

         
         “What is it, honey?” Her mother turned in the seat to look back at her.

         
         “I don’t want to stay here,” Kit said.

         
         “Now, look,” Dan said impatiently, “there’s no use rehashing this. We’re not taking you abroad with us, and that’s final.
            You’d better accept it, Kit. Your mother and—”
         

         
          “That’s not it,” Kit said frantically. “I don’t care where I stay, Dan. I’ll go back to the city and live with the Rosenblums
            while you and Mom are gone. Or I’ll go to another boarding school. There must be plenty of schools that would take me.”
         

         
         “What’s the matter, honey?” her mother asked with concern. “It’s a quaint-looking place, but it’s really pretty wonderful.
            You’ll get used to it. Before you know it, you’ll be as much at home here as you were in P.S. 37.”
         

         
         “I’ll never be at home here!” Kit cried. “Can’t you feel it, Mom? There’s something about the place—something—” She couldn’t
            find the right word, and so she fell silent as the house grew nearer and nearer and then was upon them.
         

         
         Dan stopped the car and got out and came around to open the doors. “Here we are,” he said. “Hop out. We may as well check
            in with Madame Duret, and I’ll come back out for the luggage.”
         

         
         And then Kit knew the word for which she had been searching. The word was “evil.”
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         The woman who answered the door was completely gray. Her hair was like gray straw, pulled back into a tight bun, and she had the sharp little eyes of a gray mouse.
            She wore a gray dress, hemmed low, and covered by a starched white apron.
         

         
         Her eyes flicked quickly from Kit to her mother and then to Dan. For a moment Kit had the impression that she was going to
            close the door in their faces.
         

         
         “I’m Mr. Rolland,” Dan said to block this possibility. “This is my wife and her daughter, Kathryn Gordy. Madame Duret is expecting
            us.”
         

         
         “This is Monday.” The gray woman spoke with a voice so heavily accented that it was difficult to comprehend the words. “Until
            tomorrow, the school, it does not open.”
         

         
         “We’re aware of that,” Dan said. “We made special arrangements for Kit to arrive a day early. Mrs. Rolland and I are leaving
            the country tomorrow and we need to drive back to the East Coast tonight.”
         

         
         “This is not the day,” the woman said again. “The classes, they do not begin yet.”

         
         “Lucretia!” A stern voice spoke from the hallway beyond. “These people are expected.”

         
         A moment later the maid had moved aside and Madame Duret herself stood framed in the doorway, smiling a greeting.

         
         She hasn’t changed, Kit thought, remembering when they had first seen her. That had been in May when Madame had come into the city to give Kit
            and Tracy entrance examinations. She had seemed an imposing figure then, and now, against the setting of Blackwood, she was
            even more so.
         

         
         Madame Duret was a tall woman, five foot nine or ten, with olive coloring and a striking, high-boned face. Her height was
            increased by a pile of rich, black hair which she wore high on her head like a crown, and the strength of her face was accentuated
            by black brows and a sharp, straight nose. But her most striking feature was her eyes. They were dark and deep-set with a
            gaze so intense that it could almost be felt physically.
         

         
         “How nice it is to see you again.” Madame’s voice was low-pitched and gracious, with only the slightest suggestion of a French
            accent. “You must forgive us. Life here has been so disorganized this week with all the preparations for our influx of young
            people that I did not have the opportunity to mention to Lucretia that one of our girls would be coming early.”
         

         
         “I hope we’re not inconveniencing you,” Mrs. Rolland said. “We leave for a cruise tomorrow. There was simply no way—”

         
         “But of course! Of course! Please come in. Did you have any trouble finding us?”

         
         “Not really,” Dan said. “We got directions from the village.”

         
         They fell into step behind Madame Duret as she moved ahead of them through a hallway with a high, arched ceiling into a pleasantly
            furnished room with a fireplace and a wide-screen TV.
         

         
         “Please, sit down.” Madame gestured them to chairs. “What may I offer you? Coffee, perhaps, or wine? What about a glass of
            sherry?”
         

         
         “That would be great,” Dan said. “Ginny?”

         
         “Lovely,” Kit’s mother said. “Thank you. Really, Madame Duret, I can’t get over this fantastic place. Was it actually once
            a private home?”
         

         
         “Indeed, it was,” Madame said. “Lucretia—” She addressed an aside to the little gray woman, who had appeared noiselessly in
            the doorway as though in response to a silent summons, “please to bring three sherries and a Coke. You would like a soda,
            Kathryn, would you not?”
         

         
         “Yes, please,” Kit said timidly.

         
         “This entire estate,” Madame continued, turning back to the Rollands, “was owned by a man named Brewer who died over ten years
            ago. Since that time it has stood vacant. The heirs, distant cousins of some kind, live on the West Coast and placed it in
            the hands of a realtor. No one has wanted to buy it, which is understandable; it is no normal one-family residence, as you
            can see, and standing empty all that time it picked up something of an unusual reputation. Teenagers from the village used
            to come up here on dates and they would go home with all sorts of weird stories about lights in the windows and bodiless creatures
            floating through the garden.” She laughed, and the Rollands laughed with her.
         

         
         “It sounds exciting,” Kit’s mother said. “I’m going to expect fantastic letters from my daughter telling us about the adventures
            she has here.”
         

         
         There was a break in the conversation as Lucretia came in with a tray. Kit took her glass, happy to have something to do with
            her hands. The terrible feeling that had come upon her at her first glimpse of Blackwood had somewhat faded, but the shadow
            of it still remained.
         

         
         “How many students are there going to be?” she asked.

         
         “That is never a certainty,” Madame Duret told her. “There are always first-day dropouts who get homesick at the thought of
            leaving their parents. We’ll know the final count at Orientation tomorrow. Personally, I think that going away to school is
            an educational experience that should be part of the life of every young woman.”
         

         
         The conversation continued, and Kit sat, sipping her Coke, only half-listening. Tomorrow, she thought, there will be other girls in this room. Perhaps, with young voices ringing through the halls, laughing and chatting and watching the giant television, the atmosphere
            at Blackwood would be different. Maybe, as Dan had suggested, there would be someone among the new arrivals who would be the
            same kind of friend as Tracy, close and companionable and always ready to share a good time.
         

         
         Dan glanced at his watch. “I hate to rush things, but we have a long drive ahead of us. I’d better go out and bring in Kit’s
            suitcases.”
         

         
         “Lucretia will show you where to bring them.” Madame Duret rose from her chair. “While you are getting the luggage, perhaps
            Mrs. Rolland would enjoy a quick look at Blackwood.”
         

         
         “I’d love it,” Kit’s mother told her. “This is a fascinating old mansion. Did you have to do a great deal of renovating?”

         
         “Not as much as one might suppose,” Madame said, leading the way out into the hall. “The original building was well constructed.
            The only actual rebuilding that had to be done was in the upstairs dormitory wing where there had once been a fire. The stone
            structure withstood it well, but the wood paneling was burned away and the furniture had to be replaced. I tried as much as
            I could to duplicate the style of the original pieces.”
         

         
         As she led the way down the hall, she gestured to various doorways, some closed, some open. “The room we just left is the
            living room or, as I prefer to call it, the parlor. This door to my right leads to my office and beyond that lies a suite
            of rooms that I share with my son, Jules. There is a guest residence out behind which has been converted to apartments for
            the other members of the faculty.
         

         
         “Here is the dining room, and on the far side of that is the kitchen. These doors lead to classrooms.” She paused at one door,
            opened it, and flicked on the light. A baby grand piano took up one whole corner of the room, while along the far wall there
            stood an array of musical instruments. Music racks, comfortable chairs, and a large and strangely high-tech recording system
            completed the furnishings.
         

         
         “This, of course, is the music room,” Madame Duret said. “Are you musically inclined, Kathryn?”

         
         “I had a year of piano,” Kit said, “back when I was eleven. I can’t say I was any good at it.”

         
         “You just got impatient,” her mother said. “You didn’t want to take the time to practice. I hope that here at Blackwood you’ll
            take advantage of the chance to get some musical training. It’s something that will give you pleasure all your life.”
         

         
         “We devote much time and effort to the study of the arts,” Madame told them, turning off the light and drawing the door closed.
            “If you had more time you would enjoy browsing through the library, which is very extensive. The paintings throughout the
            house represent a hobby of mine, collecting little-known works of famous artists. But I know that what you are most interested
            in seeing is where Kathryn herself will be living.”
         

         
         The stairway was curved and at its head an immense mirror seemed to double the length of the upstairs hallway. At the hall’s
            end was the stained-glass window that had been evident from the driveway, and the sun slanted through it, lighting the hallway
            in rainbow hues.
         

         
         A series of doors opened onto the hall from both sides. Madame Duret stopped in front of one of these, fumbled in her skirt
            pocket for a key, and inserted it in the brass lock. She turned it, withdrew it, and handed the key to Kit.
         

         
         “We believe in privacy at Blackwood,” she said. “Each student carries her own room key and is encouraged to keep her room
            locked when she is not in it. And here, Kathryn, is where you will be making your nest.”
         

         
         She pushed the door open, and Kit heard her mother catch her breath. She herself could not contain a small gasp of surprise,
            for the room was far more elaborate than anything she could have imagined.
         

         
         The largest piece of furniture was a bed of carved dark wood with a high canopy of rich red velvet. Beside it sat a small
            table bearing an ornate lamp with a ruffled shade. Heavy gold draperies bordered a window, and against the opposite wall there
            stood a walnut bureau, over which hung an oval mirror with a gilded frame. A Persian carpet covered the floor, and under the
            window there stood a rolltop desk with a study lamp.
         

         
         “If this is a dorm room,” Mrs. Rolland exclaimed, “it’s not the kind I ever dreamed of in school!”

         
         “It’s beautiful,” Kit agreed, stunned in spite of herself. Tentatively she reached out and let her hand caress the bedspread.
            “Is this real velvet?”
         

         
         “It is, indeed,” Madame Duret told her. “We want Blackwood to be more than just a school for our students; we want it to be
            an experience they will carry with them long after they have left its halls. We feel that beauty enriches the spirit and that
            young people should learn to be at ease with lovely things.”
         

         
         “But there’s just one bed.” The thought occurred to Kit suddenly. “Won’t I have a roommate?”

         
         “Not at Blackwood,” Madame said. “All our girls have private rooms and baths. I think privacy makes for better study habits,
            don’t you?”
         

         
         “I guess so,” Kit said, recalling the plans she and Tracy had made to room together. It was true that they would probably
            have done more talking than studying, but it would have been fun.
         

         
         “Hello, there!” Dan’s voice called from the top of the stairs. “I’ve got a couple of bags here that feel as though they must
            be stuffed with bricks. Where do you want them?”
         

         
         “Down here, dear,” Kit’s mother called back. “Come and see Kit’s room. You won’t believe it!”

         
         “Wow!” Dan appeared in the doorway, a suitcase in each hand. “This looks more like a palace than a school. You won’t be able
            to toss your stuff all over the place here, Kit.”
         

         
         “We trust our girls to take care of their rooms,” Madame Duret said easily. “And now, if you will excuse me, I must go down
            and speak to our kitchen staff about dinner. We never dine late, Kathryn, because the girl who does the cooking lives in the
            village and has to drive home every evening. Dinner will be served at six thirty in the dining room.”
         

         
         “Okay,” Kit said. “Thank you.”

         
         “Thank you, Madame Duret,” Kit’s mother said. “We’ll stop and say good-bye before we leave.”

         
         They all stood quietly, listening to the headmistress’s quick, strong footsteps as she hurried off down the hall.

         
         “Quite a woman,” Dan commented in a low voice. “Imagine what a job it must have been to turn this ancient place into a modern
            school.”
         

         
         “I’m certainly impressed.” Kit’s mother turned to her. “Honey—” And then suddenly she pulled her daughter to her, and Kit
            could hear the note of pleading in her voice. “Kit, dear, you will be happy here, won’t you? I’d never enjoy a moment of our
            trip if I thought you weren’t. We can make other arrangements, even if it means taking a different cruise later. Your happiness is the most important thing.”
         

         
         At that moment, Kit felt her resentment leave her. She had won, and she could not take advantage of the winning. Putting her
            arms around her mother, she gave her a warm hug.
         

         
         “Of course, I’ll like it,” she said thickly. “You and Dan have a wonderful honeymoon. You deserve it, Mom, if anybody ever
            did. I’m sorry I’ve been so annoying. I’ll be happy here—I promise.”
         

         
         There was a question nagging at the back of her mind. But Kit let it slide away now and become forgotten. Anyway, it didn’t
            really matter why her bedroom door at Blackwood had a lock on the outside—but not on the inside.
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         The bed was high and beautiful, but not particularly comfortable. Kit lay back upon the velvet bedspread and stared up at the wine-colored canopy. Somebody—was it
            Poe?—had written a story about a bed exactly like this one in which the canopy had sunk slowly at night to smother the person
            unlucky enough to be sleeping beneath it. They had read it last year in literature class and there had been squeals of incredulous
            laughter. Now the story didn’t seem so funny.
         

         
         I don’t like canopies, Kit decided, and I don’t like hard mattresses. But I am going to like it at Blackwood even if it kills me. I made Mom a promise.
         

         
         Her mother and Dan had been gone for over an hour now, and still she had not begun to unpack her suitcases. She climbed onto
            the bed at first simply to see what it felt like and, once there, she had remained, staring up at the canopy and thinking.
         

         
         She had been annoying over the past weeks. She could admit it now, and she was ashamed of herself. Her mother had been through enough
            hard work and loneliness since the death of Kit’s father, and she deserved any happiness that came her way. Maybe Dan wasn’t
            the person Kit herself would have gone out and selected for a stepfather, but if her mother loved him, then that was all that
            mattered. In all fairness, no man her mother chose as a second husband would have pleased Kit completely. She had been close
            to her father and no one could ever take his place.
         

         
         
            
              

         

         
         She had been the last person to see him. No one had ever believed that, but it was true. She had been seven at the time and
            had awakened in the night to find her father standing at the foot of her bed, gazing down at her. Although the room had been
            dark, she had been able to see him clearly, his head bent, his gray eyes wistful, and a world of love reflected in his square,
            strong-featured face. Kit had drawn herself up on her elbows and stared at him.
         

         
         “Dad?” she said. “What are you doing here? I thought you were in Chicago on business.”

         
         When he didn’t answer she shivered, realizing suddenly how cold the room had become even though it was midsummer. She lay
            back upon the pillow, pulling the sheet and bedspread up to her chin, and let her eyes close for a moment. When she opened
            them again it was morning, and sunlight streamed through the windows, falling in bright golden patterns upon the bedroom rug.
         

         
         She got up and dressed in shorts and a T-shirt and went downstairs. The house was filled with people.

         
         One of her aunts came over and put an arm around her and said, “Poor baby! Poor little love!”

         
         “What is it?” Kit asked. “What’s happened?” Her eyes took in the group before her. “Why is Mom crying?”

         
         “It’s your father, dear,” her aunt told her. “There was an accident last night and your mother only got the call about it
            this morning. Your father was in a taxi headed back to his hotel, when the driver ran a stop sign—”
         

         
         “But that can’t be true,” Kit interrupted in bewilderment. “He was here last night. I saw him. He came into my bedroom.”

         
         “You were dreaming, dear,” her aunt told her gently.

         
         “I wasn’t,” Kit insisted. “I was awake. Dad was here. I saw him.” Across the room she cried to her mother, “Daddy did come
            home last night, didn’t he? You must have gone to pick him up at the airport. Mom—”
         

         
         Her mother’s face was white and terrible in grief, but she came quickly and took Kit in her arms.

         
         “I wish he had, honey,” she said in a choking voice. “If only he had.”

         
         The year that followed saw many changes in their lives. Her mother, who had never worked before, took a course in business
            school and found a secretarial job with a law firm. She sold the house—“The payments are too much for me to manage,” she said,
            “and I can’t keep up the yard by myself”—and rented an apartment in the city close to the office where she worked.
         

         
         Kit knew it had not been easy. Her mother was a pretty, vivacious woman, and much as she loved her daughter, there was bound
            to be a void in her life, a terrible longing for adult companionship. This had been proven by the change in her spirits since
            she had found Dan.
         

         
         
            
              

         

         
         Mom’s happy now, and I will be too, Kit told herself determinedly. But she could not forget that feeling in the driveway, the sudden evil chill as though a cloud
            had slid across the sun.
         

         
         If Tracy were here, they would have laughed about it. They would even have made a joke of the crimson canopy; Tracy would
            probably have suggested attaching bells to it so that the tinkle would wake them when it attacked in the night. Tracy Rosenblum
            was levelheaded and smart and funny, and the possibility that she might not be accepted at Blackwood had never occurred to
            either of them. When the notice had arrived, Kit couldn’t believe it.
         

         
         “But you’re an honor student!” she had exclaimed incredulously. “You always get better grades than I do!”

         
         “Maybe it was the psychological tests,” Tracy had said. “Or the interview. It’s possible the woman just didn’t like me.”

         
         “That’s ridiculous. Everybody likes you. Besides, you knew all about her art collection and you could talk to her about the
            Vermeer she discovered, and she kept calling you ‘chérie’ with every other breath. She liked you better than she did me.”
         

         
         “Well, you come up with a reason then.” Tracy had shrugged her shoulders philosophically. “I just didn’t make it, and that’s
            that. So back I go to old P.S. 37, and off you go to Blackwood, and I’m going to expect a lot of text messages and phone calls.”
         

         
         “You’ll get them,” Kit had promised. “But there’s still a chance I can talk Mom out of sending me.” Well, that chance was
            gone. Here she was, stretched out on velvet, staring up at more velvet, watching the room grow dim as dusk settled outside
            the window.
         

         
         Impulsively, she got out her cell phone and punched in Tracy’s number. The “no service” message popped up on the screen. Just
            her luck. This really was the middle of nowhere.
         

         
         Kit felt like screaming with frustration. She’d have to resort to e-mail. They had to have Internet in the school.

         
         I should unpack, Kit thought. And set up my computer. But she made no move to do so. She felt lulled and heavy, weighted down with a strange weariness which she could not explain.
         

         
         There was a rap on the door. A voice said, “Miss Kathryn?”

         
         “Yes?” Kit came to life with a start. Guiltily she shoved her feet over the edge of the bed so that her shoes no longer touched
            the spread. “Yes—what is it?”
         

         
         “Dinner, miss.” The voice was unmistakably Lucretia’s. “The others are already down.”

         
         “Oh, thanks. I guess I lost track of time.” Pushing her legs the rest of the way over the edge of the bed, Kit sat up. To
            her surprise she saw that in only a moment’s time the twilight outside had deepened into night. The room was very dark.
         

         
         Reaching over, she fumbled with the lamp on the bedside table, found a knob at its base, and turned it. The light went on
            and shadows leapt high against the opposite wall.
         

         
         I wish there was an overhead light, Kit thought, getting to her feet. There’s such a thing as being too old-fashioned and charming.

         
         She crossed to the desk and turned on the study lamp, which helped slightly. She knew she should change from her travel-wrinkled
            clothes, but with dinner already waiting, it seemed better not to take the time. She compromised by scrubbing her hands and
            face and running a comb through her thick mane of blond hair.
         

         
         The face that looked back at her from the bathroom mirror was not conventionally pretty. The mouth was a little too wide,
            the chin too square. But the gray eyes were direct and friendly and the cheeks were flushed with the glow of vitality and
            good health. It was a likable face, and the only time Kit really thought about it was when she saw its growing resemblance
            to her father’s.
         

         
         Leaving the lights burning in the bedroom, she stepped out into the hall and drew the door closed behind her. Immediately
            she found herself standing in a tunnel of darkness. The hall was unlit except for a single bulb encased in a frosted globe
            at the top of the stairwell. Kit began to walk slowly toward it, and to her astonishment, she saw a slim, pale figure moving
            toward her as though out of the wall beyond the stairs.
         

         
         She stopped, and the figure stopped. She took one tentative step, and suddenly realized that she was seeing her own reflection
            in the mirror above the stairs. “Good one, Kit,” she said aloud, disgusted with herself. “Next thing you know I’ll be seeing
            vampires.”
         

         
         Placing her hand on the smooth mahogany banister, she descended the stairs to the hall below. This was well-lit, and though
            it was empty she could hear the sound of voices and the clink of glasses and silverware in a room beyond. Following the sounds,
            she made her way down the hall to the door of the dining room and looked inside.
         

         
         The room was massive, with high, arched ceilings and a crystal chandelier of such grandeur that it might have been stolen
            from the set of a period movie. Beneath it stood a large, circular table covered with a white linen cloth and set with candles
            and china. Three people were seated around it, and there was a fourth place setting. Madame Duret glanced up from the conversation
            to see Kit standing in the doorway.
         

         
         “Come in, my dear. Forgive us for starting without you, but dinner at Blackwood is served promptly at six thirty.”

         
         “I’m sorry,” Kit said contritely. “I think I must have fallen asleep.”

         
         As she entered the room the two men at the table rose to their feet and Madame made the introductions.

         
         “Kathryn Gordy, may I present Professor Farley and my son, Jules.”

         
         “Nice to meet you,” Kit said.

         
         The elderly gentleman across from her had a receding hairline and a short, white beard, trimmed into a point. Kit shook his
            hand politely, but her eyes had already shifted past him to Jules Duret.
         

         
         Slim and fine-boned, with glossy black hair framing a face so perfect that it might have belonged to a TV star, he was without
            a doubt the cutest guy she had ever seen in person.
         

         
         “Won’t you sit down?” Madame Duret asked pleasantly. She reached over and lifted the little silver bell that stood by her
            water glass. At the chime, a swinging door in the back of the room opened and a plain, flat-faced girl in a blue uniform appeared.
         

         
         “Miss Kathryn is here now, Natalie,” Madame said. “She will have her soup.” The girl nodded and retreated to get the soup.

         
         Madame smiled at Kit as she took her place at the table. “It is pleasant to have you with us a day early, Kathryn. Professor
            Farley will be your instructor in math and sciences. Jules has just received his degree from a music conservatory in England
            and will be teaching piano.”
         

         
         “Are the other teachers not here yet?” Kit asked, unfolding her napkin and placing it in her lap. There was a slight pause
            that Natalie filled by placing a bowl of soup in front of her.
         

         
         “There are not to be any others,” Jules said after a moment. His voice had the same charming blend of accents as his mother’s,
            so subtle as to be almost undetectable, yet adding a note of color to his speech.
         

         
         Kit regarded him with surprise. “You’re kidding, right?”

         
         “I, too, will be teaching,” Madame told her. “I will instruct in languages and literature, and of course, in art, if there
            should be an interest.”
         

         
         “But the brochure mentioned several different classes,” Kit exclaimed. “How can there be so many with only three people to
            teach them?”
         

         
         “You mustn’t worry about that, Kathryn,” Professor Farley said as his wise old eyes seemed to twinkle in the candlelight. “You will receive all the personal attention at Blackwood
            that you could possibly ask for. I had the pleasure of teaching at Madame Duret’s school in England several years ago and was so impressed by her achievements there that I convinced her to open a
            school here in the United States.”
         

         
         “How is your room, chérie?” Madame asked. “There is a supply of extra blankets if you need them. Are there enough hangers
            in the closet?”
         

         
         “Everything seems fine,” Kit said. “Except I wish I could use my cell phone. And there’s one other thing—the light in the
            hall seems awfully weak. I didn’t notice it this afternoon because of the light from the window, but now at night it’s really
            dark.”
         

         
         “That’s one of the problems that comes with renovating an old place,” Professor Farley said. “That upstairs wiring just doesn’t
            do the trick. Madame has been trying to get electricians out from the village, but that’s easier said than done.”
         

         
         “Perhaps we could remove the globe,” Madame Duret said, “and use a bulb of a higher wattage. As a temporary measure, of course,
            until we can have another fixture installed.”
         

         
         “Oh, that’s all right,” Kit said in sudden embarrassment. “I didn’t mean to make a big deal out of it. I’m not usually worried
            about things like that, it’s just that the dorm floor is so empty right now. It won’t matter at all tomorrow when the other
            girls get here and it’s all filled up with people.”
         

         
         There was a moment’s silence. Madame Duret lifted her napkin to dab at her lips. Professor Farley took a sip from his water
            glass. Kit turned to Jules, whose head was bent over his plate.
         

         
         “It will be different tomorrow,” she said again, “after everybody gets here.”

         
         “Naturally,” Jules said. “It will seem different then.” He lifted his head, but his eyes did not meet hers, and there was
            a strange, closed look on his face.
         

         
         
            
              

         

         
         That night she dreamed that the canopy was lowering. Twice she dreamed it. Slowly, softly, the air was pressing down upon
            her as the great, billowing bubble of wine-colored velvet descended to settle over her face.
         

         
         The first time she woke, shaking, she groped frantically for the lamp on the bedside table. She pressed the button at its
            base, and at once the room was filled with dim, yellow light.
         

         
         Sitting up, Kit looked around the room. It lay in perfect order except for a pile of her own clothing which she had tossed
            onto a chair, and the two suitcases, still only partially unpacked, which lay open on the floor before the closet.
         

         
         The canopy stood high above her, just where it should have been.

         
         Kit turned off the light and lay back upon the pillow, and after a bit she slept. When she woke again, from the same dream,
            she turned the lamp on and left it burning for the rest of the night.
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         In the morning, Kit laughed at herself for her midnight foolishness. Bright sunshine poured in the window, falling in golden splashes across the rich hues of the carpet
            and picking up the gleam of the woodwork in a way that made the room seem aglow with beauty. The canopy was only a canopy,
            a regal decoration for what must undoubtedly be classed as one of the world’s most elegant beds.
         

         
         Kit swung her legs over the side and placed her bare feet on the rug. It felt thick and luxurious, and she dug her toes into
            it as she crossed the room to the window. Once there, she wondered how she could possibly have skipped looking out of it the
            day before, for the view was so spectacular that her heart leapt with pleasure.
         

         
         Below her lay a garden, still partially abloom with late summer flowers, and through it ran a narrow, gravel walkway which
            wound about like a maze, splitting and turning and meeting itself once again. Beyond this lay a stretch of lawn that led down
            to a pond. The pond was not large, but it shimmered like silver in the morning light, smooth and flat and luminous as a mirror.
            Past that rose the woods, circling protectively around the opposite shore and coming in a full curve to border Blackwood on
            all sides.
         

         
         Above everything rose the sky, blue and clear in a high, rich arc. The air smelled fresh and sweet. From this side of the
            house, Kit was not able to catch sight of the driveway. She could imagine it filled with cars and harried fathers busily extracting
            suitcases. In a short time now there would be other girls filling the hall, laughing and chattering, comparing backgrounds
            and rushing inquisitively in and out of one another’s rooms.
         

         
         I’m glad I got here early, Kit thought as she dressed. This way I have sort of a head start. She made her bed and unpacked her suitcases, hanging her dresses and skirts in the closet and folding other clothing to
            place in dresser drawers. In the second suitcase she had packed her photographs. One was of Tracy and herself, taken three
            years before at Tracy’s thirteenth birthday party. They were giggling and posing self-consciously with their arms around each
            other’s shoulders with a mammoth chocolate cake in front of them.
         

         
         The other picture was of her parents on their honeymoon. Her mother had had it enlarged and framed for her soon after her
            father’s death.
         

         
         “I want you to remember him,” she had said. As though I could ever not remember, Kit thought now, studying the picture. Her father’s clear eyes laughed out at her and the stubborn chin, so much like her
            own, gave a look of strength to a face still curved and boyish. The girl clinging to his arm was harder to remember. Had her
            mother ever really been that young and carefree, so radiant with joy?
         

         
         Be happy, Mom, Kit told her silently. Please, be happy with Dan. For no matter what companionship and security her mother found in her second marriage, Kit knew in her heart that she would
            never again be the girl in this picture.
         

         
         She set the photograph of her parents on the bureau and tucked the picture of herself and Tracy into the rim of the mirror.
            Something seemed to be missing. I should have brought some posters, or shots of cute boys from school, she realized, thinking of the standard decorations for dorm rooms. She had a ton of pictures at home, taken at parties.
         

         
         Then again, Kit thought resignedly, any specimens I could have come up with would look pretty unimpressive next to Jules Duret. I bet Blackwood turns out to have
               a lot of dedicated piano students. 

         
         Yesterday’s doldrums were over. Today the world was bright and shining. When she left the room she found the hallway flooded
            with the same rainbow light she had seen the afternoon before. The figure approaching from the depths of the mirror did not
            startle her now; instead she looked like a friend. Kit waved and smiled at her, pleased with the neat, bright-faced image
            who waved back.
         

         
         There was no one in the downstairs hall, but a murmur of voices came from behind the closed door of Madame’s office. Kit swung
            on past it and into the dining room, and found it empty. The sound of running water came to her from the room beyond. Crossing
            through the dining room, Kit pushed open the swinging door and entered the kitchen.
         

         
         The thin girl who had served dinner the night before was standing at the sink, washing a frying pan. She glanced up and frowned
            as Kit came in.
         

         
         “Breakfast is over, miss, but the lady says I’m to fix you something if you want it. They had their breakfasts at eight o’clock.
            It’s past ten now.”
         

         
         “I slept late,” Kit said apologetically, “and then I unpacked. My name’s Kit Gordy. You’re Natalie, aren’t you?”

         
         The girl nodded. “Natalie Culler. What do you want to eat?”

         
         “Don’t worry about fixing me breakfast,” Kit said. “I’ll just make myself some toast if that’s okay.”

         
         The girl made a gesture to stop her.

         
         “That’s my job. I do the cooking.” She removed two slices of bread from a wrapped loaf and placed them in the toaster. “After
            all, it’s what I’m getting paid for.”
         

         
         “You wait tables and do the cooking too?” Kit exclaimed. “That’s an awfully big job for one person. Will there be somebody
            to help you when all the students get here?”
         

         
         “There won’t be that many,” Natalie said. “I’m eighteen now and I’ve done cooking off and on since I was twelve. A few extra
            don’t make much difference.”
         

         
         “But, god! A whole school full of girls!” Kit regarded her with awe. “Won’t that mean—”

         
         The girl interrupted. “Your toast’s up, miss. Here’s the butter, and there’s jam over there on the counter.” She paused and
            then added in an apologetic manner, “The lady—Madame Duret—she doesn’t want the village staff talking with the students. She
            told us that when she hired us. I can ask people what they want and things like that, but that’s all the talking I’m supposed
            to do.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Kit said awkwardly. “Well, I didn’t mean to get you in trouble.”

         
         “I know that, miss, but this job means a lot to me. Full-time work isn’t easy to find in a place like Blackwood Village. So
            maybe it’s best you take your breakfast and go eat it in the dining room, all right?”
         

         
         “Okay,” Kit said. “Sure.”

         
         She pushed open the kitchen door and went through into the room beyond. The door swung closed behind her, shutting off the
            everyday world of the kitchen area, and immediately the dark beauty of the Blackwood dining room surrounded her. The room’s floor-level windows were shielded from the outside by tall shrubbery. The light that did
            slip through between the leaves was dim and diffused. The round table glowed gently with polish and the crystal chandelier
            hung silent and pale above it.
         

         
         The room was so empty, so devoid of movement or sound, that Kit hurried through it without being tempted to sit down and went
            out once again into the entrance hall.
         

         
         The door to the office stood open now. Madame was just inside, talking to a slight, red-haired girl.

         
         She turned as Kit came opposite the doorway and said, “Here is one of our students now. Kathryn, come here, dear. I want you
            to meet Sandra Mason.”
         

         
         “Hello,” Kit said, pleased to see another girl finally.

         
         “Hi.” The bright-haired girl smiled shyly. She had a narrow, elfin face and an up-tilted nose that was sprinkled with freckles.

         
         “Sandra came by bus as far as the village,” Madame Duret explained, “and Professor Farley met her there and drove her the
            rest of the way to Blackwood. Would you show her upstairs, Kathryn? Her room will be 211, the corner room at the end of the
            hall.”
         

         
         “I’ll be glad to,” Kit said, suddenly feeling ridiculous with her hands full of toast. She glanced about for a place to deposit
            it, saw none, and decided to make the best of the situation. “Would you like some breakfast?”
         

         
         “No, thank you,” the girl said seriously. “I ate in the village.”

         
         A few moments later, as they left Madame behind and mounted the stairs, the redhead added, “I didn’t really.”

         
         “Didn’t really what?” Kit asked.

         
         “I bought some coffee and a doughnut at a deli, but I couldn’t eat them. I guess I was too excited. I mean, I’ve never been
            away to school before.”
         

         
         “Neither have I,” Kit told her. “I got here yesterday, and I wasn’t exactly prepared for what it would be like.”

         
         “The house waiting at the end of the drive—when I saw it from the car I couldn’t believe it—”

         
         “If you think that was something,” Kit said, “wait until you see the bedrooms.”
         

         
         Room 211 was identical to Kit’s, except that it was a corner room with one window facing the driveway. It was done in greens
            and golds instead of red, but the ornate furnishings, the plush carpet, and the heavy draperies were the same.
         

         
         Kit could see on Sandra’s face the same amazement that she herself had experienced the day before. “It’s so—​different!” the girl exclaimed. “I guess I should have realized from the brochure, but somehow it just didn’t come across as . . .
            as quite like this.”
         

         
         “Totally,” Kit agreed. “It’s like living in a palace. I was the only one sleeping in this dorm wing last night, and I kept
            having funny dreams. I hope nightmares don’t come with the bedrooms as built-in accessories.”
         

         
         “I hope not too. I’m not exactly the world’s soundest sleeper.” The girl smiled nervously. “By the way, I go by ‘Sandy.’ No
            one calls me ‘Sandra’ except Madame Duret.”
         

         
         “And I’m never ‘Kathryn,’” Kit said. “I’m ‘Kit.’ Do you know what’s funny? The morning’s almost over and I haven’t seen anybody
            but you. Don’t you think the other students should be here by now?”
         

         
         “Someone’s here,” Sandy said. “I can hear a car in the driveway.” She crossed to the window and stood, looking out. “There
            are two girls and a man. He must be the chauffeur; he’s wearing a uniform.”
         

         
         “But no parents?” Kit went over to stand beside her. “That seems weird, doesn’t it? You’d think the parents would want to
            see their daughters get settled and take a look at where they’ll be living.” She caught herself—remembering what Madame said
            about Sandy’s arrival—and grew red with embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”
         

         
         “That’s all right,” Sandy said. “My family wanted to bring me but they don’t drive. I live with my grandparents. They’re moving
            into a retirement village that doesn’t take teenagers, and it seemed best for me to come away to school and just visit them
            on vacations.”
         

         
         “My mother just got remarried,” Kit said, feeling she had to volunteer something or seem unfriendly. “She and my stepfather
            are honeymooning in Europe.” She leaned forward, studying the two girls who had climbed from the car and were watching the
            chauffeur unload their belongings. “That blond’s pretty, isn’t she? I bet she hooks Jules right out from under our noses.”
         

         
         “Jules?” Sandy said blankly.

         
         “Madame Duret’s son. Young, dark, and handsome. He’s going to be our music instructor.”

         
         “That sounds like a challenge for somebody,” Sandy said. “Did you go out much back home?”

         
         “I hung out with a bunch of people, and some were guys. But I didn’t leave a boyfriend behind if that’s what you mean. How
            about you?”
         

         
         “My grandparents are old-fashioned. They don’t think a girl should date until she’s old enough to get married.” Sandy sighed.
            “Not that it mattered. Nobody’s ever asked me out.”
         

         
         “They will,” Kit said comfortingly.

         
          “I guess.” Sandy turned away from the window and went to open the door to the hall.

         
         A few moments later they could hear the clatter of footsteps on the stairs and the sound of excited voices. Lucretia’s expressionless
            voice was saying, “Rooms 208 and 206, on your left, ladies.”
         

         
         “What a funny hall! The window at the end makes it all different colors!” The high, light voice of the blond girl rose liltingly
            as she hurried ahead of her companions.
         

         
         “Oh, hi!” she said as she saw Kit and Sandy. “I’m glad somebody’s here! I was beginning to think we’d come on the wrong day!”

         
         “We’re glad to see you too,” Kit told her. “I’m Kit Gordy and this is Sandy Mason.”

         
         “I’m Lynda Hannah,” the girl said, “and this is Ruth Crowder. We’re both used to boarding schools but I’ve never seen one
            like this! It’s really amazing!” Her exquisite, china doll face was bright with excitement, and the pale hair framed it like
            a halo.
         

         
         Her friend was a complete contrast, a short, heavyset girl with a smooth, dark cap of hair and a downy shadow across her upper
            lip. Her thick brows met each other across the bridge of her nose, and her eyes were sharp and alert behind thick glasses.
         

         
         She acknowledged Kit’s greeting with a nod and turned to open the door of her room.

         
         “I can’t believe this!” she exclaimed as the interior became visible to her. “Come look at it, Lynda!”

         
         “Oh, let me see mine!” the blond girl gasped. “I wonder if it’s the same!” She hurried down the hall to the next door.

         
         “Come on,” Kit said to Sandy. “Let’s look out and see who’s coming next.”

         
         They reentered Sandy’s room and crossed to the window. The driveway below was empty. Even the chauffeured car that had brought
            Lynda and Ruth had disappeared. The drive stretched flat and straight, bordered by shrubbery, down to the black iron fence,
            and beyond that the trees crowded close like a line of sentinels. The sun was high in the sky and threw no shadows.
         

         
         “I guess it’ll be a real mob scene this afternoon,” Sandy said. “The people who plan to drive up in one day won’t be coming
            till later. I wonder, though, why there weren’t any other students on the bus this morning. After all, there can’t be many
            buses coming through a little place like Blackwood Village.”
         

         
         “It does seem strange,” Kit said. She gazed out past the driveway to the fence. Something was different. Something had changed
            since the last time she had looked through this window.
         

         
         “Sandy,” she said slowly, “I—I think—there aren’t going to be any other students.”

         
         “No more students?” Her new friend turned to her incredulously. “You’ve got to be kidding. Four students in this great huge place? That’s ridiculous!”
         

         
         “Ridiculous or not,” Kit said, “I don’t think they’re expecting anybody else. The gate at the end of the driveway has been
            closed.”
         

         
         
            
              

         

         
         “Yes, it is true. We have only accepted four students for our first session.”

         
         Madame Duret smiled at them across the dining table. The candles flickered above the white cloth, and an unfelt breeze seemed
            to touch the crystals of the chandelier, moving them against each other with a faint tinkle of distant music. They had just
            completed the soup course, and Natalie had not come in yet to clear the table.
         

         
         “There were many applicants,” Professor Farley interjected. “The problem was that most of them didn’t fill our requirements.”

         
         “You mean they couldn’t pass the tests?” Kit asked in bewilderment. “I don’t understand. The examinations weren’t that hard.
            I passed them, and I’m not an honors student.”
         

         
         “None of you are, except for Ruth.” Professor Farley nodded toward the dark-haired girl, who reacted with a little smile of
            satisfaction. “Your selection was not based entirely upon your academic accomplishments. There were other considerations.”
         

         
         “Like what?” Lynda Hannah asked. “Like who our parents are?”

         
         “It can’t be that,” Sandy said softly from her seat on Kit’s right.

         
         “Let us just say that we found you to be four very special girls.” Madame’s eyes were like mirrors, reflecting the glow of
            the candles. When Kit leaned forward, she could see her own image peering back at her from the luminous pupils. “You have
            exactly the attributes we want our students to possess. Does it displease you to be part of a small class?”
         

         
         “I like the idea,” Ruth said in her clipped, no-nonsense way. “This way we’ll get individual attention and advance faster.
            That’s the whole reason I’m here. I was bored to death in my last school. But I can’t find an Ethernet cord in my room, and
            there’s no Wi-Fi signal. I need to hook up my computer.”
         

         
         “There isn’t a cord,” Professor Farley informed her. “That’s one of the inconveniences of this rustic location, but the scenery
            and peaceful atmosphere more than make up for that.”
         

         
         “You’re saying we don’t have Internet?” Ruth regarded him incredulously. “If we can’t get online, then how are we going to
            do research?”
         

         
         “Blackwood has an excellent library,” Madame said. “We believe in the old-fashioned concept of students doing in-depth reading
            to extract information. You still can use your computers to write with, but think of them as word processors. You don’t need
            canned quotes from unreliable sources to cut and paste onto your papers. And we certainly don’t want you distracted from your
            studies by playing in chat rooms or posting on social websites.”
         

         
         “Then what will we do in our spare time?” Lynda gasped in undisguised horror. “I mean, when we’re not in classes or studying
            for tests and things? I wish there were more than four students. Then at least we could have parties and get together with
            boys’ schools for dances on weekends.”
         

         
          “You will not be bored at Blackwood. I can assure you of that.” Madame lifted the little silver bell and shook it. Immediately
            the kitchen door opened and Natalie came in.
         

         
         “We are ready for the main course,” Madame told her.

         
         Kit was seated directly across from Jules Duret. How much, she found herself wondering, did he have to do with the selection
            of the students? She glanced over and flushed to find him studying her. He did not shift his gaze when their eyes met, but
            continued looking at her, as though trying to fathom some part of her that did not show on the surface.
         

         
         “My mother is right,” he said slowly. “You will not be bored.”
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         It was twelve thirty—half past midnight— ​on the eighth day of September, and Kit lounged on her bed with her laptop, writing a letter to Tracy. She knew it was late
            to be writing letters. If she had been at home with her light on at this hour her mother would have been knocking at the door,
            calling in a worried voice, “Kit? Is anything wrong, honey? It’s much too late for you to be up.”
         

         
         At Blackwood nobody sounded a lights-off curfew, and Kit was glad. Although she had been at the school for a week now and
            was adjusting well on most counts, she still did not feel at ease at night. The light at the end of the hall had not been
            fixed—“It’s almost impossible to get electricians to come out this far,” Madame explained apologetically—and though Kit’s
            own room was often lit by moonlight, she could not shut out a strange nervousness about the oppressive darkness on the far
            side of her closed door.
         

         
         She did not sleep well at Blackwood. She dreamed. She knew that she dreamed, for when she woke in the mornings the feeling
            of the dreams still clung to the edges of her mind, and yet in most cases she could not remember what they had been about.
            She needed to be very sleepy to turn off the light and settle into slumber, and so she had begun to form the habit of studying
            and writing letters late at night.
         

         
          

         
         DEAR TRACY, she typed now, I’M SORRY I TOOK SO LONG TO WRITE. I SENT A NOTE OFF TO MOM THE FIRST DAY I WAS HERE SO THAT SHE WOULD FIND IT WAITING FOR HER IN CHERBOURG, AND THEN I GOT SWAMPED WITH SCHOOLWORK. BESIDES, I’VE GOTTEN SO USED TO TEXTING AND E-MAIL THAT WRITING A REAL LETTER THAT HAS TO GO IN AN ENVELOPE AND BE ADDRESSED AND STAMPED
               IS A TOTAL DRAG.

         
         THE WORK HERE IS HARDER THAN IT WAS IN PUBLIC SCHOOL, MOSTLY, I GUESS, BECAUSE THE CLASSES ARE SO SMALL. THERE ARE ONLY FOUR
               OF US HERE—CAN YOU BELIEVE IT? FOUR STUDENTS IN THE ENTIRE SCHOOL! SO IT’S ALMOST LIKE HAVING PRIVATE TUTORS. I’M TAKING MATH
               AND SCIENCE FROM PROFESSOR FARLEY, A SWEET OLD MAN WITH A FUNNY LITTLE BEARD—REALLY NICE—AND LITERATURE FROM MADAME DURET.
               AND PIANO FROM JULES! I GUESS I’D BETTER PUT A ROW OF EXCLAMATION MARKS !!!!!!!! TO GIVE YOU AN IDEA OF WHAT HE LOOKS LIKE.
               I WISH MY CELL GOT A SIGNAL HERE SO I COULD SEND YOU A PICTURE. LET’S JUST SAY, ALL OF A SUDDEN I’M GETTING INTERESTED IN
               MUSIC.

         
         THE THREE OTHER GIRLS HERE ARE VERY DIFFERENT. MY FAVORITE IS SANDY MASON—SHE’S SHY AND QUIET, BUT NICE, AND I’VE STARTED
               TO STIR HER UP A LITTLE WITH PLANS TO SHORT-SHEET THE OTHER GIRLS’ BEDS AND MAYBE RAID THE KITCHEN ONE NIGHT AND BRING THE
               FOOD UP TO THE ROOMS FOR A MIDNIGHT PARTY. LYNDA HANNAH AND RUTH CROWDER KNEW EACH OTHER BEFORE. THEY WENT TO THE SAME PREP
               SCHOOL LAST YEAR, AND WHEN RUTH’S PARENTS DECIDED TO SWITCH HER TO BLACKWOOD, LYNDA TALKED HER MOM INTO LETTING HER CHANGE
               SCHOOLS TOO. RUTH ISN’T VERY PRETTY, BUT SHE’S SUPER-SMART, AND LYNDA’S THE OPPOSITE, PRETTY BUT NOT MUCH IN THE BRAINS DEPARTMENT.
               THEY SEEM TO BALANCE EACH OTHER OUT.

         
         I STILL DON’T UNDERSTAND HOW WE WERE SELECTED. PROFESSOR FARLEY SAYS WE HAVE THE “SPECIAL ATTRIBUTES” THEY WERE LOOKING FOR
               IN THEIR STUDENTS, BUT I CAN’T IMAGINE WHAT THOSE ARE. WE SEEM TO HAVE NOTHING IN COMMON WITH EACH OTHER, AND I DON’T SEE
               HOW YOU COULD HAVE FAILED TO GET ACCEPTED IF I WAS. I TRIED TO ASK MADAME DURET ABOUT IT, BUT SHE ONLY SAID THAT SHE DIDN’T
               DISCUSS TEST RESULTS.

         
         I WISH I COULD SAY I LIKE IT HERE. IN SOME WAYS I GUESS I DO. EVERYBODY’S REALLY NICE TO ME, AND THE CLASSES ARE INTERESTING.
               BUT THERE’S SOMETHING—I DON’T KNOW HOW TO PUT IT INTO WORDS, AND YOU’D PROBABLY LAUGH AT ME IF I TRIED—BUT I’VE GOT THIS CREEPY
               FEELING THAT SOMETHING’S WRONG. I FELT IT FIRST WHEN WE ENTERED THE GATES AND STARTED UP THE DRIVEWAY, AND I FEEL IT MORE
               AND MORE EVERY DAY, AS THOUGH—

         
          

         
         Somebody screamed. Somewhere in the blackness on the far side of the door. It was a funny scream, choked off in an instant
            as though a hand had been pressed suddenly to cover the mouth.
         

         
         It went through Kit like an electric shock. Her hand jerked, typing a string of nonsense. Pulling herself upright on the bed,
            she sat, tense and shaken, listening. There was nothing but silence.
         

         
         But I heard it, she told herself. I know I heard it. Somewhere in the quiet dormitory someone had shrieked. In pain? In terror? Perhaps only from a nightmare, and yet, perhaps
            for some other reason. For help?
         

         
          I won’t, Kit thought. I can’t. I just can’t open that door and go out there.

         
         But what if one of the other girls was sick? No one screamed without reason. Was someone lying even now in one of the rooms
            along the hall, shaking with fear or in physical agony, praying that her cry had been heard and would be answered?
         

         
         Slowly, as though impelled by something other than her own will, Kit got off the bed and crossed the room to open the door.
            The terrible blackness of the hallway stretched before her, lessened only by the patch of lamplight that fell from her own
            doorway. Beyond this there was nothing but stillness and darkness.
         

         
         Kit stood with one hand on the doorjamb, listening. The only sounds she could hear were the thud of her own heart and the
            quick, sharp rasp of her breathing.
         

         
         Perhaps I imagined it, she thought. Perhaps I dozed off a little, there on the bed, and dreamed. 

         
         And then she heard it—not a scream this time but a little moaning sound, half a sob, half a wail. It seemed to come from the
            end of the hall where Sandy had her room.
         

         
         Well, that does it, Kit told herself resignedly. I have to go.

         
         Drawing a deep breath as if in readiness for a dive into icy water, she stood poised for a moment on the edge of the patch
            of light. Then, bracing herself, she stepped out into the blackness.
         

         
         For an instant she felt that she actually had plunged into water. The dark rose around her, filling her eyes and nose and
            ears, pressing on all sides so that she could not catch her breath. As her initial panic began to subside, she forced herself
            to fill her chest with air. Stretching out one hand, she groped for the wall. She found it and steadied herself against it
            and then, carefully, one step at a time, she began to work her way down the hall toward Sandy’s room.
         

         
         With each step she tested the floor ahead of her. It was ridiculous, she knew, and yet the darkness was so total that it seemed
            that she was moving forward into nothingness, that suddenly the boards of the floor might be gone as though they had never
            existed and she would find herself stepping off into infinite space. Or, even worse, what if there were something—something
            whose existence she could not even begin to contemplate waiting for her up ahead? A shudder ran through her, and she turned
            her head to glance back at the comforting light from her room.
         

         
         As she stared back at it, she saw the pattern of light grow smaller. Slowly, steadily, the edge of darkness was encroaching
            upon it.
         

         
         That’s impossible, Kit thought frantically. And then there was the short, strong click of the door coming closed and the entire hall was in
            darkness. Don’t panic, Kit told herself firmly. The door blew closed, that’s all.
         

         
         But how could it have blown shut when there was no wind? The air in the hall was absolutely still. The stained glass window
            at its end was sealed tight.
         

         
         Should she keep moving forward or turn and work her way back to her room? Just the thought of the bright security of that
            lighted haven was enough to make her long to reverse her steps. But it would not alter the fact of the scream, of the moaning
            sob.
         

         
         There’s no way, Kit thought, except to keep going. I’ve got to find out what’s wrong.

         
         Step by cautious step, always keeping one hand upon the wall to orient herself, she moved down the hallway. The floorboards
            creaked slightly under her feet, and the sound seemed a shriek in the silence. When at last her hand touched the edge of Sandy’s
            door, she drew a deep, shuddering breath of relief.
         

         
         She groped for the knob and found it. Closing her hand upon it, she tried to turn it. It would not move.

         
         “It’s locked!” Kit spoke the words aloud, unable to believe them. How could Sandy possibly have managed to secure the door
            when the locks were located on the outside?
         

         
         Kit released the knob and rapped hard with her knuckles on the thick wood. The sound seemed to fill the night.

         
         From somewhere within the room there came a small moan.

         
         “Sandy!” Truly concerned now, Kit called the name aloud. She made her hand into a fist and began to pound upon the door in
            earnest, heedless of whomever else she might wake with the noise. “Sandy, answer me! Are you all right in there? Sandy?”
         

         
         When there was no answer from within the room, she grabbed for the knob again, giving it one final twist out of desperation.
            To her astonishment, this time it turned quite easily and the door came open. Immediately, a gust of cold air swept over her,
            as damp and chilling as though it had come from the Arctic.
         

         
         “Sandy?” Kit cried, and as she stepped into the room she knew, with a sharp, unexplainable certainty, that her friend was
            not alone in the dark interior. Someone else was with her.
         

         
         Fighting a terrible desire to turn and run stumbling and staggering back along the hallway to her own room, Kit groped her
            way forward. The icy air was all around her, so intense that she found herself growing numb.
         

         
         “Who is it?” she cried shakily. “Who’s in here?”

         
         From somewhere close she could hear the sound of breathing, long heavy breaths as though someone had been running for a long
            way. The closer she drew to the spot where she knew the bed should be, the more intense the cold became, until she began to
            wonder if she could bear to move an inch farther. Stretching out her hand, she felt for the edge of the bedside table and
            then for the lamp that she knew must be standing on it. It seemed as though her hand was pressing through a wall of ice.
         

         
         Then she touched the base of the lamp, fumbling along it, and found the button. She pressed it, and immediately the room was
            filled with blessed light.
         

         
         Blinking her eyes against the sudden brilliance, Kit glanced wildly about her. The alien presence, if it had ever really existed,
            was gone. The room fell into place around her, as familiar as her own. The only two people in it were herself and Sandy.
         

         
         Her friend was sitting straight up in the bed, staring at her. Her eyes had the blank, unfocused look of a sleepwalker, and
            her skin had a bluish hue, as though she had been outside for a long time in the cold. Kit reached out tentatively and touched
            her arm.
         

         
         “You’re frozen!” she said. “My god, Sandy, pull up the blanket. What’s going on?”

         
         “Kit?” Sandy spoke the name in a hesitant voice. “Kit, is that you?”

         
         “Of course it’s me.” Kit tugged the blanket up and hauled it over her friend’s shoulders. “Cover up before you get pneumonia.
            How did your room even get so cold? Sandy, are you awake? You look so—so strange—”
         

         
         “Yes. Yes, I guess so.” Sandy gave her head a shake as if to rid it of a dream. “What are you doing here? It’s the middle
            of the night.”
         

         
         “It’s later than that,” Kit said. “I’m here because you yelled. Don’t you remember?”

         
         Sandy looked at her blankly. “No. No, I don’t. I guess I must have been dreaming.”

         
         “Your door was locked.”

         
         “It couldn’t have been. You know I can’t lock it from the inside.” Sandy paused, and then repeated Kit’s words. “It was locked?
            My door?”
         

         
         “Yeah, it was, but then it came free again the second time I tried it. Someone was in here. I could swear it, Sandy. When
            I stepped into this room I could feel somebody. I couldn’t really see or touch someone, but you know how it is when you feel
            a presence, when you know a room isn’t empty?”
         

         
         “I was dreaming,” Sandy said. Her voice was thin and frightened. “At least, I think I was dreaming. There was this woman by
            my bed. She was young—maybe in her mid-twenties—and she was wearing a long dress, kind of old-fashioned-looking. She was just standing there, looking down at me, and I could see her even in the darkness.”
         

         
         “Of course, you were dreaming,” Kit said. Her legs felt weak, and she sank down on the edge of Sandy’s bed. “You must have
            been.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Sandy said. “But Kit—it’s not the first time.”

         
         “It’s not?”

         
         “I mean, it’s the first time this exact thing has happened. This woman—a stranger—and the funny clothes and everything. But it’s not the first time I’ve had odd
            dreams. You know how I told you that I live with my grandparents?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “My parents died three years ago,” Sandy said. “It was their fifteenth wedding anniversary. Dad had arranged a trip as a surprise
            for Mom. It was to be a kind of second honeymoon. They were flying to the Bahamas. The plane went down in the ocean. They
            never even found the wreckage.”
         

         
         “That’s awful,” Kit breathed. “I’m so sorry.”

         
         “I was staying with my grandparents,” Sandy said. “The crazy thing was—I knew about the plane. I knew it as soon as it happened.
            I was in the kitchen helping Grandma with dinner, and suddenly I knew. I said, ‘Gran, the plane has crashed.’ She looked at me as though I were nutty and said, ‘What plane?’ ‘Dad’s and Mom’s,’
            I told her. ‘It’s gone down.’ She kept staring at me, and then she said, ‘What a terrible thing to joke about!’ She was so
            mad she wouldn’t even talk to me, and then, later that night, we heard about it on TV.”
         

         
         “You said you had a dream,” Kit reminded her.

         
         “It wasn’t that night. I don’t think any of us slept that night. But the next day after the notification was official, I started
            crying and couldn’t stop, and Grandpa got a doctor over to the house, and he gave me a shot. I did go to sleep then, and that’s
            when I had the dream.
         

         
         “Dad and Mom were there, standing next to the bed, holding hands. Mom said, ‘Sandy, you’ve got to get hold of yourself.’ In
            the dream I answered her. I said, ‘But you’re dead! I’m crying because you’re dead!’ And Dad said, ‘Your mother and I are
            together. To us, that’s the important thing. We’re happy, and you must be too.’”
         

         
         Kit looked down at her own hands and saw that they were gripped together so tightly her knuckles were white.

         
         “Did you tell anybody?” she asked.

         
         “I tried to,” Sandy said, “but nobody would listen. They just said that everybody has weird dreams when they’re emotionally
            upset.”
         

         
         “They wouldn’t believe me either,” Kit said quietly.

         
         “You?” Sandy stared at her.

         
         “After my father was killed. Except I never thought of that as a dream. He was there in my room, really there. I know he was.”
         

         
         For a moment they sat in silence, gazing at each other. Sandy’s eyes were huge in her thin face and the freckles stood out
            like polka dots against her pale skin. Kit was trembling, and this time it was not from cold.
         

         
         “What does it mean?” Sandy asked finally. “It can’t be coincidence. The two of us both having had experiences like that. And
            tonight—the locked door, the woman by my bed…”
         

         
         “I don’t know what it means,” Kit said. “But I’ll tell you one thing. I’m going to find out.”
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         They spent the rest of the night in Kit’s room. They did not talk, but Kit was too keyed up to sleep, and she could tell by the sound of her breathing that Sandy was
            awake also, lying still and tense in the bed beside her. Only when the first flush of dawn lightened the sky beyond the window
            did she finally doze off, and when she again opened her eyes she found that it was well past eight o’clock and Sandy was no
            longer in the room. She got up and dressed and went down to the dining room to breakfast. Ruth and Lynda were there, finishing
            plates of eggs and toast.
         

         
         “Sandy was here a few minutes ago,” Ruth answered Kit’s unspoken question. “She said she wasn’t hungry, she just wanted some
            coffee, and that she had an early class scheduled with Professor Farley. I guess he’s giving her some help in algebra.”
         

         
         “How did she look?” Kit asked.

         
         “Awful,” Lynda told her. “I thought maybe she was coming down with something. There were bags under her eyes and she looked
            exhausted. Come to think of it, you don’t look so great yourself.” She regarded Kit quizzically. “Is there some sort of flu
            making the rounds at Blackwood?”
         

         
         “Not that I know of,” Kit said. “We were both up most of the night. Sandy had a dream and woke up screaming, and I was in
            with her for a while, and then she came back to my room. Didn’t you hear us? Between her yelling and my banging on the door,
            we could have woken the dead.”
         

         
         Despite herself, she gave a little shiver at her choice of words.

         
         “I didn’t hear a thing,” Lynda said. “Did you, Ruth?”

         
         “I might have,” the dark-haired girl said. “I had a restless night, so maybe I kind of half-consciously woke up. I’ve been
            doing a lot of dreaming myself lately.”
         

         
         “You have?” Kit froze at the statement. “What sort of dreams?”

         
         “I don’t know,” Ruth said with a shrug. “I don’t remember them when I wake up. I just have this feeling in the morning that
            I’ve been at it all night.”
         

         
         “I know what you mean,” Lynda said. “When that alarm goes off, sometimes I can hardly make myself get up.”

         
         “Well, at least let’s get up from the table.” Ruth consulted her watch. “We’ve got literature with Madame in just a couple of minutes. What’s on your schedule this morning,
            Kit?”
         

         
         “Music,” Kit told her.

         
         “Jules all to yourself? Lucky you!” Lynda giggled and tossed her blond curls. “If I’d known there would be a teacher like
            him, I’d have signed up for piano lessons too. As it is, I can’t even get him to look at me.”
         

         
         “He does seem to be the silent type,” Ruth agreed. “I get the impression he’s dedicated to his work. Not that I’m that interested.”

         
          “Well, I am,” Lynda said. “After all, he’s probably the only man we’re going to see between now and Christmas vacation. That
            is, unless you count Professor Farley.”
         

         
         The door to the kitchen opened and Natalie came in with a pot of coffee. She nodded a curt good morning, but her face softened
            a little when she saw Kit.
         

         
         “Morning, miss,” she said. “Can I fix you some breakfast?”

         
         “No thanks, Natalie,” Kit said. “I’m not hungry this morning.”

         
         Natalie set the coffeepot on the table.

         
         “You should eat something,” she said. “You’re getting skinny.”

         
         The aroma of the coffee rose in a cloud, and Kit, who normally found the odor enticing, felt her stomach lurch with a wave
            of nausea.
         

         
         “There’s no time for it now,” she said. “I’m running late. I’ll make up for it at lunchtime.” With a nod of farewell to the
            girls, she left the room.
         

         
         
            
              

         

         
         Jules Duret was waiting for her in the music room. He was wearing a pale blue shirt, open at the throat, and a pair of dark
            fitted jeans. He was seated in a chair by the window, and a musical score lay open on his lap, but he did not seem to be reading
            it. He had the air of someone who had been waiting for a long time.
         

         
         He glanced up as Kit came in, his face solemn.

         
         “You’re late,” he said by way of greeting. “I’d almost given up on you.”

         
         “I’m sorry,” Kit said. “I didn’t sleep well last night, and I overslept this morning.”

         
         It was hard to think of this handsome young man as a teacher. He appeared hardly older than the boys she had hung out with
            in public school, and his dark good looks made him far more attractive than the best of them. Still, there was a quality of
            reserve about him that made communication difficult, and Kit, who was usually as comfortable with boys as she was with girls,
            found herself fighting a vague feeling of unease in his presence.
         

         
         “Have you been practicing?” Jules asked now. “Sit down and let me hear how far you’ve come. Let’s warm up with some scales
            before we get to the actual pieces.”
         

         
         Kit obediently took her place on the piano bench. She placed her hands on the keys. To her surprise, she found that her fingers
            were stiff and sore, as though she had already been playing for hours.
         

         
         “Jules?” she said.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “I—I just don’t think I want to play this morning.” Kit took her hands from the keys and let them fall into her lap. I’m tired, she thought, I’m so terribly tired, and I’m scared, and I need somebody to talk to. I need a friend.
         

         
         She raised her eyes to meet the dark, intense gaze of the young man across from her. Was Jules Duret a friend? For all she
            knew, he might not even like her. Yet who else was there to talk to? Sandy was as upset as she was, and Lynda and Ruth were
            no help.
         

         
         “Can we talk for a few minutes,” she asked in a thin voice, “instead of having a lesson?”

         
         “Talk?” Jules’ eyes seemed to narrow slightly. “About what?”

         
         “Blackwood.”

         
         “What about Blackwood?”

         
         “I don’t know,” Kit said. “That’s just it—I don’t know. There’s something odd about Blackwood, something sinister. All of
            us feel it, but it’s almost impossible to put it into words. Things have been happening.”
         

         
          “What do you mean?” Jules asked with interest.

         
         “Well, for one thing, we’ve all been having dreams. Sandy dreamed last night that someone was in her room. She cried out,
            and I heard her and went down the hall to find out what was wrong. Her door was locked.”
         

         
         “It couldn’t have been,” Jules said. “The doors don’t lock from the inside.”

         
         “Why don’t they?” Kit asked.

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “Just that. Why don’t they lock from the inside the way other doors do? Your mother said that she’d had the locks put on the
            doors to assure us of privacy, but how can you have privacy if you can’t lock up when you’re in a room?”
         

         
         “You can lock up when you go out of a room,” Jules said. “So that no one can get into your things while you’re gone.”

         
         “I’m not worried about that,” Kit said. “I bet all the other girls will have laptops too, and other than that, I don’t have
            anything sitting around in there valuable enough for someone to want to steal. But I would like to be able to lock the door when I’m inside. And last night, Sandy’s door was locked. I tried the knob. And then, suddenly, it did come open as though somebody had released it.”
         

         
         “Then it wasn’t locked,” Jules said with certainty. “It must just have been stuck. I’ll see about putting some oil on those
            latches. Which room did you say it was?”
         

         
         Kit regarded him with frustration. “Weren’t you listening at all? I’m not asking you to oil Sandy’s lock. What I’m trying
            to tell you is that something weird is happening here at Blackwood. There was somebody in Sandy’s room last night. A woman.
            I know it sounds crazy, but Sandy saw her with her own eyes!”
         

         
         “She was dreaming,” Jules said. “You just finished saying yourself that all of you are doing a lot of that. It’s nothing to
            be concerned about. It often happens to people who are away from home for the first time, under the strain of meeting new
            people and adjusting to new surroundings.”
         

         
         He paused, and then in a lower voice asked, “Did she say anything—the woman in Sandy’s room?”

         
         Kit was surprised at the question. “Why do you ask that?”

         
         “Well . . . just to get the end of the story.”

         
         “I don’t think she did. At least, Sandy didn’t tell me so. What do you care if you’re so sure it was a dream?”

         
         “Sandy reacted by screaming,” Jules said. “I thought perhaps it was at something the woman had said to her.”

         
         “She was frightened,” Kit told him, “simply by the fact that the woman was there. Can’t you imagine what it would be like to wake up in a room where you thought you were all by yourself and find somebody
            standing by your bed, looking down at you? And the cold—I felt that myself. When I went into the room this great wave of cold
            air came sweeping over me, and Sandy was blue with it. When I touched her hand, it was like ice.”
         

         
         “Look, Kit,” Jules said, “there just couldn’t have been a stranger in Sandy’s room. How could she have gotten there? The gates
            to Blackwood are always locked at night, and so is the building itself. Nobody is going to climb straight up a wall to come
            in a window. And even supposing that was possible, how did she get out again so quickly when you came bursting in the door?
            Did she have wings?”
         

         
         “The locked door—the cold air—”

         
         “I told you, the door was undoubtedly stuck. And, of course, the air in Sandy’s room was going to be colder than the air in
            the hallway. She probably had her window open.”
         

         
         Jules leaned over and put his hand on Kit’s. It was a nice hand, warm and strong with long, fine fingers, and it felt good
            upon hers.
         

         
         His voice was suddenly gentle. “Blackwood is an old mansion, magnificent, of course, but heavy with atmosphere. Old places
            are inclined to be that way. You have to get used to this place gradually. I had some dreams myself the first week or so after
            we came here.”
         

         
         “You did?” Kit asked, surprised.

         
         “Sure. What would you expect? I’m not used to living in a place like Blackwood. I’m fresh out of music school. I’ve been living
            in an apartment with a couple of other guys. I’ve spent my vacations with my mother at her various schools, but other than
            that I’ve pretty much lived my own life. When she wrote and asked if I would come to America with her to teach in her new
            school, I wasn’t too sure I wanted to. Then she told me more about the school—how special it would be and the kind of students
            she would have here—and I decided to give it a try.
         

         
         “When I got my first glimpse of Blackwood, I couldn’t believe it. I still don’t know how my mother was able to locate such
            a spot. The place has its own vibes. You just have to get used to them.”
         

         
         “And you’re used to them now?” Kit asked him.

         
         “I like them. I feel—different here. I play better. I appreciate things more.”

         
         “Do you still dream?”

         
         “Well, yeah. Some. Everybody dreams.”

         
         “Jules.” Kit tried to smile at him. “You make everything sound so sensible and normal. You must think I’m an idiot.”

         
         “I don’t think that at all,” Jules said quietly. “I think you’re smart. And pretty. Sometimes I wish that I’d met you somewhere
            else, under another set of circumstances. That I wasn’t your teacher. But—” He gave her hand a quick squeeze and released
            it, “we’ll just have to take things as they are. And the way they are right now, we’ve wasted half the class period chattering.
            Are you ready to play for me?”
         

         
         “As ready as I’ll ever be,” Kit said with a sigh. “I probably have as little talent as anyone you’ll ever have as a student.
            Don’t you get bored listening to me plow through pieces like ‘Happy Leaves’ and ‘Swinging on the Gate’?”
         

         
         “I don’t get bored,” Jules told her. Then, after a pause, he lowered his voice. “You do have talent, Kit. Maybe someday you’ll
            realize how much. There are all sorts of talents in the world, and only one of them is music.”
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         “Hey, Kit, guess what? I drew your portrait!” Lynda stood in the entrance to the parlor, holding a sheet of paper against her chest.
         

         
         “You did?” Kit glanced up from her book. “Let’s have a look.”

         
         The girls generally gathered in the parlor during the hour before dinner. It was a pleasant spot, well-lit and with comfortable
            furnishings, and a good deal more modern than the rest of the rooms at Blackwood. Usually they chatted or watched TV, but
            tonight no one seemed to be in a talkative mood. Kit and Ruth had been reading, and Sandy was over at the card table in the
            corner, dealing out a game of solitaire.
         

         
         Now, with Lynda’s entrance, they all looked up from their activities. There was something about Lynda’s bright prettiness
            that lit up any room, and at this moment she looked so innocently pleased with herself that Kit found herself smiling.
         

         
         “Come on, let’s see it. I didn’t know you were an artist.”

         
         “I didn’t either,” Lynda said, handing her the paper. “I really surprised myself.”

         
         Kit held the sketch out in front of her in a joking manner and then caught her breath in amazement. “Wow! It is of me!”
         

         
         “I told you it was.” Lynda perched on the arm of her chair. “Do you like it?”

         
         “Like it!” Kit exclaimed. “It’s—it’s—incredible. I mean it, honestly. Lynda, you’re amazing!”

         
         “This I’ve got to see.” Ruth got up from the couch and came over to stand behind them. She was silent a moment and then said,
            “You couldn’t have drawn that, Lynda. You must have traced it or something.”
         

         
         “I didn’t,” Lynda said in a hurt voice. “I just sat down and drew it. I’d been taking a nap, and I woke up, and all of a sudden
            I wanted to draw a picture. I went over to the desk and got a pencil and a sheet of paper and sat down and did it, just like
            that. And the weird thing is, I didn’t even know who it was going to be until it started to look like Kit, and then suddenly
            it was Kit.”
         

         
         “But you’ve never done any drawing before,” Ruth said skeptically. “You never took art classes in school. This sketch—well,
            it’s expert. The eyes have that direct, kind of challenging look that Kit’s do, and the mouth, the chin—​everything—it’s Kit, all over. It’s absolutely professional.”
         

         
         By this time Sandy too had come over and was studying the picture.

         
         “You’re right,” she said. “It’s really good. Would you do one of me, Lynda? I’d like to send it to my grandparents. I bet
            they’d frame it.”
         

         
         “Sure,” Lynda said happily. “Now that I’ve got the knack of how to do this, I’ll draw everybody. Next I think I’ll do Madame
            Duret with her eyes kind of boring right into you, the way they do. Or maybe Jules. Would anybody like a picture of him?”
         

         
         “You’ll have to scan that one,” Kit said with a laugh. “We’re all going to want a printout. And one of Professor Farley stroking
            his beard—”
         

         
         “Did I hear my name mentioned?” The professor’s deep voice broke into the conversation. He stood framed in the doorway, smiling
            in his friendly way. “Let me in on the joke. I was drawn by the laughter.”
         

         
         “I was drawn too,” Kit said, “but in my case, it was by a pencil.” She turned the picture so that he could see it.

         
         “Look what Lynda did. Isn’t that something?”

         
         “It is, indeed.” Professor Farley came slowly into the room to stand, gazing down at the penciled portrait. “That’s an excellent
            piece of work, Lynda. Have you studied art for a long time?”
         

         
         “I’ve never studied it at all,” Lynda told him. “In fact, the only drawing I’ve ever done was during a party once when we
            were all supposed to draw each other and then have people guess who the pictures were. I drew Ruth, and won the prize for
            last place!”
         

         
         “Well, you’ve surely improved since then,” Professor Farley said admiringly. “I’m going to mention this to Madame Duret. She
            likes to encourage talent in our young people. I’m sure she will provide you with art supplies that will allow you to express
            yourself better than you can with a pencil.”
         

         
         “Can I keep this?” Kit asked, and Lynda nodded, pleased.

         
         “Of course. I’m glad you like it enough to want it. And I will do you, Sandy, and you too, Ruth, if you want me to. Or do
            you still believe that I traced it?”
         

         
         “No,” Ruth said apologetically. “I know you wouldn’t lie to me. Besides, what could you possibly have traced it from? I’m
            sorry if I doubted you. It’s just that we’ve known each other so long, and to suddenly discover that you’re a natural artist—it’s
            just a shock. It’s like I don’t really know you at all.”
         

         
          “You know me better than anybody,” Lynda said fondly. “I’d never have made it through at that last boarding school if it
            hadn’t been for you. Like I said, I’m just as surprised myself.”
         

         
         “Five minutes till dinner,” Kit said, glancing at her watch. “I’m going to run upstairs and put this picture in my room before
            something happens to it. The way we’re passing it around, it’s going to be nothing but one big smudge.”
         

         
         The soft glow of twilight lit the stained-glass window at the end of the hall with a gentle radiance that made the hallway
            itself appear like the center aisle of a cathedral. At a moment like this, Kit thought as she walked down it, I can almost believe that all the creepiness has been in my imagination.
         

         
         She reached the door of her room and opened it and went in. She flicked on the study light and laid the pencil portrait on
            the desk.
         

         
         For a long moment she stood there, gazing down at it. It was not an intricate sketch; the lines were pure and simple, and
            yet it caught something beyond a surface likeness.
         

         
         The straight nose, the stubborn chin, the curve of the rounded cheek, all were there, but there was something more, something
            about the eyes. As Ruth had commented, they had a directness which was typical of Kit, but there was another quality too—a
            vulnerability, a touch of uncertainty. The eyes were those of a girl who was not as sure on the inside as she appeared outwardly
            to be.
         

         
         “Who am I?” the eyes asked. “What is my place in life? Am I pretty? Do people like me? Does Jules like me? In what direction am I going? Will I accomplish anything worthwhile in my lifetime? Will I be happy? Am I worth
            loving?”
         

         
         A multitude of questions glimmered behind the eyes, suggested by a few tiny lines and some subtle shading. It was the difference
            between the real Kit, the one known only to herself and possibly to Tracy, and the strong, self-confident Kathryn Gordy everyone
            else saw.
         

         
         How did she know? Kit asked herself wonderingly. How could Lynda Hannah see right through me so well? We’ve never even talked with each other except as part of a group.
         

         
         But the girl in the picture could not be denied.

         
         “Kit?” Sandy’s voice called to her from the stairs at the end of the hall. “Madame’s rung the bell for dinner. Come on or
            you’re going to be late.”
         

         
         “Coming,” Kit called back.

         
         Flicking off the light, she left the room, pulling the door closed behind her. She hesitated a second and then, turning back,
            she reentered the room and took the key off the bureau top, where it had lain ever since Madame had given it to her upon her
            arrival at Blackwood, and went out again into the hall.
         

         
         This time she thrust the key into the lock and turned it. She did not know exactly why, but for the first time since she had
            come here, she felt that her room held something of value.
         

         
         
            
              

         

         
         Dinner hour was one of the pleasantest times at Blackwood. All meals were served in the grandeur of the dining room, but only
            the evening meal was eaten by candlelight with a white cloth on the table and linen napkins and fine china. The dishes were
            pure white and thin to the touch, and each plate was bordered by a delicate line of gold.
         

         
         “They came with Blackwood,” Madame Duret explained when Kit asked about them. “The dishes and kitchenware, the furniture,
            the piano, the drapes and carpets, all of them have been here for years and years. The only things that were brought in from
            outside were the furnishings in my own apartment, which I had shipped over after I closed my school in England, and those
            in the reconverted carriage house, which was made into an apartment for Professor Farley. And, of course, the furnishings
            in the rooms occupied by you girls.”
         

         
         “It’s strange,” Kit commented, examining the china, “that something so lovely would just have been left here. You’d think
            the owners would have wanted it for themselves.”
         

         
         “It is strange,” Madame had agreed, “but then, people are peculiar sometimes, are they not? After Mr. Brewer died the new
            owners wanted nothing to do with Blackwood except to sell it. It is a shame, really, but very lucky for us.”
         

         
         The china set the mood of dinner. It was an elegant meal, served in several courses, and Madame Duret seemed at that time
            less a headmistress than a gracious hostess, entertaining her guests with interesting stories of her life abroad. Jules occasionally
            contributed to these, as did Professor Farley, who had taught at Madame’s school in England, though not at the one in France.
            Conversation flowed freely, with all of the girls joining in, and dinner generally ended with everyone in good spirits, ready
            to adjourn to the parlor or to go up to her room to study.
         

         
         This night, though, was different. The atmosphere in the dining room seemed charged with an extra quality, a kind of electricity.
            Conversation moved well, as always, but to Kit there seemed to be an artificiality about it, as though the speakers were playing
            their parts and did not really have their minds on the discussion. At one point she caught an exchange of glances between
            Madame and Professor Farley. As far as she could see, there had been nothing to trigger it, but when Madame Duret turned back
            again her eyes were shining with a kind of suppressed excitement. Or perhaps it was simply the flicker of the candles reflected
            in the black pupils.
         

         
         When dinner was over and Kit had started down the hall to the stairs, Sandy caught up with her and laid a hand on her arm.

         
         “Let’s go out for a little while,” she said softly.

         
         “Out? At night? Whatever for?” Kit asked her.

         
         “Just into the garden. I need to talk. Please?”

         
         “All right,” Kit said. “But we’d better sneak out through the kitchen. I’m sure Madame wouldn’t want us roaming around the
            grounds in the dark.”
         

         
         Natalie was putting away the silver when they entered. She glanced up sharply.

         
         “Where do you girls think you’re going?”

         
         “Out,” Kit told her. “For air.” Natalie’s crispness had never bothered Kit, for she knew that the girl liked her and that
            this was simply her manner.
         

         
         “I don’t blame you,” Natalie said now. “It’s stuffy in this place. The rest of the staff is quitting.”

         
         “You’re kidding!” Kit exclaimed. “Why?”

         
         “They just don’t like it, especially the upstairs part. They say it spooks ’em, cleaning in that hall. One girl says she gets
            headaches.”
         

         
         “Are you quitting?” Kit asked.

         
         “Not me. I need the job. I got myself and a sick dad to support. Besides, I don’t go along with all that superstition stuff.
            Whatever happened was so long ago, you can’t blame it on that.”
         

         
         “What do you mean?” Kit’s curiosity was piqued. “What happened here?”

         
         “Oh, well, Mr. Brewer was sort of odd.” Natalie gave a shrug. “People blow things out of proportion. Will you be warm enough
            outside? My coat and sweater are in the broom closet if you want to wear them.”
         

         
         “Thanks,” Kit said gratefully. “We won’t be outside long.”

         
         Giving the coat to Sandy, she herself pulled on the worn blue sweater that hung on a nail on the inside of the closet door,
            and the two girls let themselves out into the night.
         

         
         The path from the kitchen door led around the corner of the house and into the garden. There was a three-quarter moon hanging
            high over the trees, sending long bands of silver out across the lawn. The garden path was aglow with moonlight, and a faint,
            sweet smell rose from the bushes, as though in remembrance of recent summer flowers. Below the lawn the pond lay black and
            still with the moonlight making a silver path across its surface. The night air was cold and pure, tinged with the scent of
            trees. The woods rose in a dark frame around the silver garden and shining pond.
         

         
         “It’s so nice out,” Kit said softly. “I’m glad you wanted to come outside. It’s even more beautiful at night than it is in
            the daytime.”
         

         
         “I had to come,” Sandy said. “If I’d stayed cooped up inside those walls any longer I think I would have suffocated. Kit,
            am I crazy? What is happening to me?”
         

         
         “You mean, your dream?” Kit tried to sound reassuring. “I talked with Jules about that, and what he said made a lot of sense.
            You’re away from home for the first time, adjusting to new things—”
         

         
         “That’s not it,” Sandy interrupted. “It really isn’t, I’m sure of it. It’s this place—Blackwood itself. There’s something
            creepy about Blackwood. Don’t tell me you haven’t felt it too. I know you have.”
         

         
         “Well, yes,” Kit found her thoughts swept back to that first day as she and her mother and Dan saw the mansion standing before
            them, huge and imposing with the late afternoon sunlight glancing off the windows to make the whole place seem aflame from
            within.
         

         
         “Can’t you feel it?” she had cried to her mother. “There’s something about the place—”

         
         “Yes,” she said to Sandy now, shivering a little despite the wool sweater. “I did say that, and I do know what you mean. But
            how can it be the place itself? A place doesn’t have a personality.”
         

         
         “What was the first word that came to your mind when you saw it?”

         
         “I—I don’t remember,” Kit stammered.

         
         “You do. You just don’t want to remember. There was a particular word, and it jumped right into your mind. It was ‘evil.’ ”

         
         “You’re right.” Kit turned to her incredulously. “How could you know that? I never told you. I never told anybody.”

         
         “I know it because the word was there. I felt it too. It was as much a part of the first view of this place as the peaked roof. Professor Farley picked me up at
            the bus stop in the village, and we drove up here through the beautiful morning with the sunlight streaming down through the
            trees and the sky so blue and clear. We came through the gate and started up the driveway, and it was as though a black shadow
            fell in front of us. An invisible force. The closer we got to the house, the darker it got—the kind of darkness you can feel
            and not see—and when I got out of the car and walked through that front door, I almost turned and ran back out again.”
         

         
         “But we don’t feel it now,” Kit said. “Not all the time. At night along the hall we do, with it all so black, and in our dreams,
            but there are lots of times when we laugh and study and go to class and it’s all so nice and normal—”
         

         
         “Because we’re part of it now,” Sandy said. “Don’t you see, Kit? We’re part of the shadow. We’ve been living in it for weeks and we’re adjusting to it. That’s why I wanted to come outside tonight,
            to stand back from Blackwood and be able to look at it and feel the difference.”
         

         
         “It does feel different from out here,” Kit admitted. Standing there in the moonlight, she could look at Blackwood, at the
            great building with the pointed roof, towering against the paler darkness of the sky, as though it were a picture in a child’s
            storybook. Lynda’s second-floor room was dark. A light shone in Ruth’s; evidently she had already begun her evening studying.
            Sandy’s corner room was on the far side of the hall, facing off the other side of the house. And her own—
         

         
         “There’s a light on,” she said.

         
         “What?”

         
         “A light in my room. There—that window there—that is my room, isn’t it?”
         

         
         “Of course,” Sandy said. “Perhaps you left it on when you came down to dinner.”

         
         “I didn’t,” Kit said. “I remember turning the light off. Then I locked the door.” She stiffened, her eyes glued to the shining
            window, as a dark form moved across it.
         

         
         “Somebody’s there!” she exclaimed. “Somebody’s in my room!”

         
         “That’s impossible if you locked your door.” Sandy too was staring at the window. “Maybe it’s the curtain blowing.”

         
         “It’s not! It’s a person!” Kit whirled and started up the path at a run. “Come on, we’ll catch him! There’s no place he can
            go except back along the hall. If we get to the stairs in time we can cut him off!”
         

         
         But the stairs were empty, and so was the long, black hallway. The door was still locked. When she turned the key and opened
            it, Kit found the room dark. She turned on the light, and before she looked, she knew what she would find. The pencil portrait
            was no longer on her desk. It was gone.
         

         
         Her dream that night was different. It was a strange dream, and oddly lovely. In it she was in the music room, sitting at
            the piano, and her fingers were at home on the keys. There was no sheet music in front of her, but she was playing in a way
            that she never had played before. It was a beautiful melody, as cool and haunting as the moonlight in the garden, as smooth
            as the path of silver across the pond.
         

         
         It is so beautiful, she told herself in the dream, that I must try to remember it so that I can play it again. But the music had no name, and she knew that she had never heard it before.
         

         
         When she woke in the morning she felt as exhausted as though she had never slept at all, and her fingers ached.
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         The incoming mail was on a table in the entrance hall, and Kit, coming back from a class with Professor Farley, picked up the items addressed to her and carried them up to
            her room to read.
         

         
         There were two postcards from her mother, one from Cherbourg and one from Paris, both sent by airmail but with a week between
            mailing dates.
         

         
         “. . .  so exciting,” the first one said, “. . . marvelous trip over . . . so many interesting people on board . . . we caught
            up on our sleep and lay out on deck chairs.” The second was filled with references to the Eiffel Tower and Montmartre and
            the Folies Bergere.
         

         
         “Where are your letters, honey?” said a hurried postscript. “We got your note in Cherbourg but haven’t had a word since. You
            have our itinerary. Write care of American Express, but allow enough time.”
         

         
         Besides the postcards, there was a letter from Tracy. The neat, round handwriting, almost as familiar as Tracy herself, gave
            Kit a momentary pang of homesickness.
         

         
         “That must be some great place,” the letter ran, “if you can’t even get around to writing. What’s with that promise you made
            to keep me up to date on everything? Things here are as usual. I got Mrs. Logan for English—hooray!—and Mr. Garfield for Latin—boo!
            Advanced art is awesome, we can do whatever we want. There’s a cute guy in my geometry class named Kevin Webster. How are
            you dealing up at Blackwood without a single guy under the age of eighty?”
         

         
         There’s Jules, Kit thought. I wrote her about Jules in my very first letter. Did it get lost in the mail? But I’ve written a couple of times since and
               mentioned him both times.
         

         
         She flipped over the page and was skimming the next few paragraphs when there was a light rap at the door. “Come on in,” Kit
            called, assuming it was Sandy. To her surprise her visitor turned out to be Ruth Crowder.
         

         
         “I hope I’m not disturbing you.” The dark-haired girl stood hesitantly in the doorway. “If you’re in the middle of studying—”

         
         “I’m not,” Kit said. “I’m only reading some letters.”

         
         “Then I want to show you something.” Ruth stepped inside and closed the door carefully behind her. “It’s this.”

         
         She held out a sheet of paper. At a glance Kit could see that it was a crude sketch of a face, a wavering, childish drawing
            of the type that one might expect to see in a display of elementary school art.
         

         
         “What is it?” she asked. “Did it come in the mail? Your little brother or sister—”

         
         “No,” Ruth said. “It’s a portrait of me. Lynda did it. It’s the picture she drew for that parlor game she was talking about.”

         
         “Lynda drew that?” Kit exclaimed, reaching for the paper and laying it flat on the bed in front of her. Ruth came over to
            stand beside her and together they studied the drawing. A round, unformed face. A triangle nose. A mouth that resembled a
            Halloween pumpkin. A mop of black hair.
         

         
         “She got the hair right,” Ruth said. “It’s black. Frankly, I don’t see any other resemblance. I know I’m no beauty queen,
            but even I have two eyes that look in the same direction. And she forgot to put on the ears.”
         

         
         “I don’t understand,” Kit said. “We know that Lynda can draw. That portrait she did of me was awesome.”

         
         “It was a freak occurrence,” Ruth said flatly. “Lynda can’t draw, Lynda doesn’t have any talent in anything. She’s pretty
            and sweet, but the day they distributed brains, Lynda was out to lunch.”
         

         
         Somehow, from Ruth, the statement did not sound brutal, simply factual.

         
         “Sit down,” Kit said slowly. “I think you and I need to talk.”

         
         Ruth nodded. She seated herself on the edge of the bed. In her lap, her square, strong hands gripped each other tightly.

         
         “Something’s going on here,” she said in a low voice. “I know it, but I don’t know what it is. Do you feel it too?”

         
         “Yes,” Kit said, “and so does Sandy.”

         
         “Lynda doesn’t. Lynda doesn’t notice things. She’s like a little kid in so many ways.”

         
         “Maybe you’d better tell me about her,” Kit said. “And about yourself. The two of you seem to be good friends, but you’re
            so different. There’s nothing wrong with your I.Q.”
         

         
         “It’s a hundred and fifty,” Ruth said with pride. “I was ahead of myself from the beginning. I skipped two grades in elementary
            school, and by the time I reached middle school I was already so far ahead on my own that the things in the textbooks were
            boring to me. And the kids didn’t like me. Who wants a fat little nine-year-old in a class of twelve-year-olds?
         

         
         “My parents are both PhDs. They think education is very important, so they decided to send me to a special, ungraded school
            in Los Angeles. That’s where I first met Lynda.”
         

         
         “What was she doing there,” Kit asked, “if the school was for brilliant students?”

         
         “Well, it wasn’t exactly. At least, that’s what I discovered after I got there. It was just ‘elite.’ I don’t know if you realize
            it or not, but Lynda’s mother is Margaret Storm.”
         

         
         “Margaret Storm, the actress?” Kit said in surprise. “I’ve seen her on the classic movie channels.”

         
         “She was pretty popular in her day,” Ruth said. “Of course, a glamorous actress doesn’t stay on top forever. Lynda says she’s
            still making movies, but the parts aren’t that good anymore, and she met some Italian actor in one of them and there was some
            sort of scandal—well, anyway, she’s living in Italy now. That’s why Lynda was away at school. She was really lost there. She’d
            try and try, but she just couldn’t keep up academically. And I couldn’t keep up socially. We sort of found each other, and
            after that it wasn’t so bad for either of us.”
         

         
         “Why did you come to Blackwood?” Kit asked her.

         
         “That was my parents’ doing. They didn’t think the school in L.A. was challenging enough, and they were right. When they read
            the brochure about Blackwood and saw the part about the private instruction, the way each student moves along at her own level,
            they got pretty excited. We talked about it during spring break, and Mom wrote to Madame Duret and arranged for me to take
            the entrance tests, and then Lynda heard about it and persuaded her mother to let her take them too. She didn’t want to be
            left behind.”
         

         
         “And she got in?” Kit said. “That’s surprising, isn’t it?”

         
         “I couldn’t believe it,” Ruth said. “I thought maybe they’d mixed up the scores. But Lynda likes it here. Everybody’s nice to her. And now suddenly she thinks she’s an artist, and she’s thrilled about that. Madame Duret has given her an easel
            and oil paints and canvases. You should see Lynda’s room! It looks like a professional studio.”
         

         
         “But if she doesn’t have any talent for art,” Kit said, “how could she have drawn the picture of me? You call it a ‘freak
            occurrence,’ but that’s not an answer. How could someone produce something that expert, when the best she ever did before
            is this?” She gestured toward the dreadful sketch.
         

         
         “That’s what’s so crazy,” Ruth said. “Maybe that picture of you isn’t as good as we first thought it was. Get it out so we
            can look at it again.”
         

         
         “I can’t,” Kit said. “I don’t have it anymore.”

         
         “You don’t have it?”

         
         “Somebody took it,” Kit said. “The door was locked, but somebody got in anyway and took the picture off my desk.”

         
         “Do you know who?” Ruth asked her.

         
         “I have no idea. I can’t even think who would want the picture. We all have the keys to our own rooms, but I’m sure that Madame
            must have duplicates. Who could use them depends on where she keeps them.”
         

         
         “Or she could have taken it herself,” Ruth suggested.

         
         “Why would she do a thing like that? Why would a picture of me mean that much to her? Besides, as far as I know, she wasn’t
            even aware of the sketch. She wasn’t in the parlor when Lynda brought it in to show to us. Nobody was there then except us
            girls.”
         

         
         “Professor Farley came in,” Ruth reminded her. “He saw it.”

         
         “That’s right, he did. But why would he want it? The more we talk about it, the more ridiculous the whole thing seems. Lynda, who can’t draw, draws a wonderful picture.
            There’s no reason for anyone to want it except me, yet somebody goes into a locked room to steal it. Add that to Sandy’s nightmare
            about the woman by her bed—”
         

         
         “A nightmare?”

         
         “That’s what Jules thinks it was. Sandy isn’t so certain. She’s had experiences like that before. There was one time in particular,
            right after her parents were killed. They were in a plane crash, and before any report was received, Sandy knew about it.
            She says it just came to her from out of the blue, the absolute certainty that the plane was down and her parents were dead.”
         

         
         “So she has it too.” Ruth spoke softly, and there was no surprise in her voice.

         
         “Has what?” Kit asked blankly.

         
         “ESP.” Ruth paused, and then, seeing the bewilderment on Kit’s face, elaborated. “Extrasensory perception. It’s a sort of
            sixth sense that some people are born with. It’s a special kind of sensitivity to things that are normally not seen or heard.”
         

         
         “And you think Sandy has that?” Kit exclaimed. “But you said, ‘She has it too.’ Do you mean that you—”
         

         
         “I’ve had it for as long as I can remember,” Ruth said. “For a while I didn’t realize what it was. I thought maybe it just
            came with being bright, my being able to sense things that other people couldn’t. It was part of how I got ahead so fast in
            school. I could look at a book and sometimes I wouldn’t even have to open it, I just knew without reading it what was inside.
            When my teachers asked questions, I’d know the answers even if I hadn’t studied the material. I could feel the answers in
            their minds. Then I’d tell them just what it was they wanted to hear.”
         

         
         “And Lynda?” Kit asked shakily. “Does Lynda have this ability too?”

         
         “Not in the same way,” Ruth said. “With Lynda it’s a different thing. Lynda remembers.”

         
         “Remembers?” Kit repeated the word stupidly. “Remembers what?”
         

         
         “This is going to sound crazy,” Ruth said. “It did to me the first time she told me. But now—after getting to know her so
            well—I almost believe it’s true. At least, I believe that Lynda thinks it is.”
         

         
         “Well?”

         
         Ruth’s eyes dropped to her hands, still gripped tightly in her lap.

         
         “Lynda,” she said, “remembers another lifetime in which she was born in England and lived under Queen Victoria.”

         
         “Oh my god!” Kit said in a cracked voice. There was a long moment of silence while she digested this information. Then she
            shook her head. “You’re right, it’s crazy. But it’s no crazier than the night I woke to see my father standing by my bed.
            In the morning I found that he had been killed in an accident the night before.”
         

         
         “So,” Ruth said softly, “it’s you too.” She drew a deep breath. “I guess that now, at least, we realize what it is the four
            of us girls have in common, and why, out of all the applications, we were selected to be the first students at Blackwood.”
         

         
         
            
              

         

         
         At first the thought occurred to her that she might be dreaming again. Of course, she knew that she wasn’t. It was midafternoon,
            and she was on her way to her literature class with Madame Duret. And yet, the music . . .
         

         
         It was coming from behind the closed door of the music room. Strange and beautiful and achingly familiar, the melody swept
            over her, drawing from her a response she had never experienced from any music before. She placed her hand on the knob and
            opened the door. Jules was seated with his back toward her, and the music was coming from the stereo speakers on the recording
            equipment.
         

         
         “What are you playing?” Kit asked him. When he did not respond, she realized that he was concentrating too hard on the music
            to have heard her. She raised her voice. “Jules, what is that music?” With a quick, startled gesture, Jules flicked a switch
            and the sound abruptly ceased. His expression when he turned was one of unreasonable anger.
         

         
         “What do you mean, interruptin—” he began, and then, at the sight of Kit’s surprised face, he seemed to catch himself. His
            voice softened. “Oh—it’s you.”
         

         
         “You didn’t have to turn it off,” Kit said. “I heard the music through the door. It’s beautiful. I had to know what it is.”

         
         “I don’t think it has a name,” Jules told her.

         
         “But it must. Everything that’s published has a name.”

         
         “Well, sure. What I meant was, I don’t know what it is.”

         
         “Doesn’t it say on the CD?”

         
         “It’s not a commercial recording,” Jules said. “It’s just a collection of odds and ends I’ve taken from one source or another
            because I liked them.”
         

         
         “I like them too,” Kit said. “Especially that last piece. Could you play it again?”

         
         “You heard most of it.” Jules made no gesture to switch the sound back on again. Kit regarded him with bewilderment. Never
            had she seen Jules Duret with anything but complete control of himself. Now he looked off balance, as though he didn’t know
            how to handle the situation.
         

         
         His eyes shifted from hers in a way that made him look almost guilty. Guilty about what? Kit could not imagine. She knew that she should get to class. She was already late, and Madame could not stand tardiness.
            Still, she stood there, anchored in the doorway, watching the play of expressions across Jules’ handsome face.
         

         
         “You do know that song,” she said with certainty. “You’re a music graduate. If you don’t recall the title, you must at least
            know who wrote it. Who was the composer?”
         

         
         “I’m not sure,” Jules said. “It sounds like—well, I guess it’s from something by Schubert.”

         
         “By Schubert? And you don’t recognize it?” Kit was incredulous. “How can you possibly not know the work of someone so famous?”

         
         “You don’t recognize it,” Jules said defensively.
         

         
         “No, but I don’t claim to be a student of music. Even so, I know that Schubert died when he was very young. He couldn’t have
            written all that much.”
         

         
         “Look, Kit—” Jules did meet her gaze now. His eyes were blazing, and the anger which he had shown when he had first turned
            and seen her lay somewhere in their depths. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you all of a sudden, but I don’t need this kind
            of interrogation. You don’t know a thing about music. You can’t have heard this piece before. It’s practically unknown.”
         

         
         “But I have heard it,” Kit said quietly. She had not only heard it, but she knew where.

         
         The melody on the tape was the same haunting song that she had been playing in her dream.
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         In October, Lynda completed a landscape and Sandy wrote a poem.
         

         
         The landscape was done in oils. It was a large canvas, measuring two feet tall by three and a half feet wide. It was of a
            lake, serene and peaceful, throwing back the golden glint of the afternoon sun. The woods on the far side of the water were
            in shadow, but the immediate foreground was bright with sunlight and wild flowers.
         

         
         “Where is it?” Kit asked.

         
         “It’s in the Catskills,” Lynda said.

         
         “A place you’ve been?”

         
         “I don’t think so. I know how it looks though.” Lynda regarded the painting with pride. “Don’t you think it’s pretty?”

         
         Kit nodded. The picture was beautiful.

         
         “Lynda,” Ruth spoke gently, as one might to a small child. “I want you to think for a minute. Try to remember why you decided
            to paint this particular scene. Did it come from a calendar, maybe? Or did you see it on TV?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” Lynda said. She frowned, considering the question. “It’s a funny thing, but I don’t remember thinking about it at all. I just mixed the paints and took the brush in my hand, and I started painting.”
         

         
         “How did you know how to mix the colors?”

         
         “That’s not hard.”

         
         “Could you teach me?”

         
         “No,” Lynda said. “You just have to know it by yourself instinctively. I can do it, but I couldn’t explain how to somebody
            else.” She smiled apologetically, that sweet, bland smile that made her look so much younger than her actual years. “I’m sorry,
            Ruth. I guess a person just happens to be a natural artist, or she doesn’t.”
         

         
         She showed the oil painting to Madame Duret, who admired it greatly and hung it on the wall in the dining room. In the week
            that followed, Lynda produced two more paintings, small ones. Both were landscapes. One seemed to be of the same lake, but
            from a different angle, for it showed a footpath leading down to its edge. The other was of fields, green with springtime,
            lying flat and rich beneath a blue sky. In the bottom right-hand corner of each picture, Lynda printed the initials T.C.

         
         “T.C.?” Kit said. “Those aren’t your initials.”

         
         “That’s the way I’m going to sign my work,” Lynda told her.

         
         “But why? What do they stand for?” Kit was bewildered.

         
         “Nothing really. I just picked the initials out of the air. People don’t have to paint under their real names, and I’m going
            to paint under T.C.”
         

         
         It was soon after this that Sandy wrote the poem.

         
         “I did this,” she said without preliminaries, tossing herself across the foot of Kit’s bed and handing her a sheet of lined
            paper which had evidently been torn from a spiral notebook. “Read it and tell me what you think.”
         

         
         It was late afternoon and Kit, who was tired of studying, tossed her book aside and picked up the poem. It was titled “Leave-taking.”
            Quickly she scanned it and then went back to read it again:
         

         
         
            
            I never thought it would be Paradise.

            
            I walked a rugged pathway from the start.

            
            No Ugliness was hidden from my eyes,

            
            Nor was Life’s pain a stranger to my heart.

            
            And yet, the earth sprung firm beneath my feet

            
            And summer winds were gentle to my hair.

            
            I breathed upon the dusk, and found it sweet,

            
            I gazed upon the dawn and found it fair.

            
            I know gray moors where shadow mists lie curled

            
            And sunbright streams and night skies rich with stars.

            
            For all its faults, I so have loved this World

            
            And found it beautiful, despite its scars.

            
            Though Angels sing of Glories greater still,

            
            I leave in Sadness, much against my will.

         

         
         “You wrote that?” Kit turned to her friend in amazement. “Why, Sandy, it’s—it’s—”

         
         “You don’t have to say it,” Sandy interrupted. “I know it’s good. I also know I didn’t make it up.”

         
         “You remembered it from somewhere?”

         
         “I must have,” Sandy said. “I couldn’t have written it myself. On the other hand, I don’t recall ever having read it. I never
            read poetry unless it’s for a class assignment.”
         

         
         “I certainly don’t recognize it,” Kit said. “Perhaps Ruth will know what it’s from. She’s very well-read.”

         
         She started to get to her feet, but Sandy reached out a restraining hand.

         
         “Let’s not bring Ruth into this.”

         
         Kit was surprised. “Why not?”

         
         “I just don’t like her,” Sandy said. “There’s something about her that turns me off. I can’t put my finger on what it is,
            but I have this feeling that down inside she’s a cold fish and that the only person in life who really matters to her is Ruth
            Crowder.”
         

         
         “She’s incredibly smart,” Kit said.

         
         “I’ll give you that. She makes me feel so stupid. Still—” Sandy drew a long breath. “I’m being silly, I guess. Okay, go get
            her. If this is famous, she’ll probably know what it is.”
         

         
         Ruth, however, did not recognize the poem.

         
         “It’s a type of sonnet,” she said, studying the paper. “It has a familiar ring to it, but I’ve never read it.” She glanced
            across at Sandy. “Where did you get it?”
         

         
         When Sandy did not answer, Kit spoke for her.

         
         “She wrote it this afternoon.”

         
         “Then why—” Ruth stopped as the meaning of the statement became clear to her. Her sharp, dark eyes took on a sparkle of interest.
            “How did it happen, Sandy? Do you write poetry often?”
         

         
         “Never,” Sandy said shortly. “And I don’t know one kind of sonnet from another. That’s what’s so crazy. I went up to my room
            after lunch and stretched out on my bed to check over some algebra problems. I must have dozed off, because suddenly I realized
            that a lot of time had gone by. I had a pencil in my hand, and on the page of my notebook opposite the math problems there
            was this poem.”
         

         
         “ ‘Leave-taking,’ ” Ruth read the title again. Her face was flushed with suppressed excitement. “First Lynda and now you.
            It’s really incredible.”
         

         
         “What does Lynda have to do with this?” Kit asked her.

         
         “Don’t you see a connection? Lynda’s never painted before, and yet she suddenly seems to have this amazing talent and is turning
            out pictures that look as though they belong in museums. Sandy’s never written poetry, and here she is writing sonnets. And
            I—”
         

         
         She paused. Kit regarded her in bewilderment. “And you?”

         
         “I’ve been doing some pretty intricate math,” Ruth said carefully, “stuff I never could even have conceived of before. At
            first I thought I was just writing down a lot of numbers. I couldn’t see any meaning in them. But now I’m beginning to get
            glimmers of understanding. It’s as though I were being educated by a teacher who is more—much more—capable than Professor
            Farley.”
         

         
         “What exactly are you getting at?” Sandy’s face was dead white beneath her freckles. “Are you trying to say that this is something
            supernatural?”
         

         
         Ruth gave her a challenging look. “Do you have a better explanation?”

         
         “Any explanation is better than that,” Sandy said shakily.

         
         “There was that woman,” Ruth said, “that night in your room when Kit heard you screaming. And there was the time after your
            parents’ death when you knew about the plane crash. If those weren’t supernatural occurrences, I’d like to know what you would
            call them.”
         

         
         “You told her about those things?” Sandy turned to Kit accusingly. “I told you about them in confidence.”

         
         “I’m sorry,” Kit said. “I didn’t think of them as secrets. All these things are part of the mystery of Blackwood. We have
            to compare our experiences. Perhaps then we’ll see some kind of pattern. Ruth thinks that all four of us are capable of ESP,
            and that that’s how we came to be chosen as students here.”
         

         
         “Those entrance exams we took,” Sandy said thoughtfully. “They were kind of unusual.” She paused. “Then, if that’s true—if we were selected for that particular reason—it means that Madame Duret
            . . .”
         

         
         She could not bring herself to complete the sentence.

         
         Ruth finished it for her. “It means that Madame Duret wanted us at Blackwood for exactly that reason.”

         
         The room was silent as they digested this statement. Kit thought, This can’t be real, this conversation. We’re making this up; we’re inventing a story and giving ourselves roles in it, the
               way Tracy and I used to do when we were younger. But she was no longer twelve, and Tracy was not here, and Ruth was not one to play games. Sandy was not playing either;
            her thin face looked sick.
         

         
         “We’ll have to ask her,” Sandy said in a half whisper.

         
         “Ask Madame Duret?” Ruth shook her head. “There’d be nothing to gain by that. Any question we ask her, she’s bound to have
            an answer for. We don’t have proof that there’s anything wrong. So Lynda’s painting and Sandy’s turned into a poet—what does
            that prove? Only that Blackwood is a good school and is bringing out latent talents in its students.”
         

         
         “It’s the same with your math,” Kit said. “She’ll just credit Professor Farley for being such a good instructor. I seem to
            be the only one here who hasn’t developed a new talent.” She tried to make her voice light. “I feel sort of left out.”
         

         
         “I wish I were left out,” Sandy said. “This is scary. If we can’t ask Madame Duret outright, then what can we do? If Ruth’s theory is right and we’re all reacting because we’re sensitive personalities, then I want to know what it
            is we’re reacting to. I’m the same person I was back home, but I didn’t write poetry then. Why am I doing it here at Blackwood?
            Is it something about the place itself?”
         

         
         “What do we know about Blackwood?” Ruth asked. “Other than the fact that it’s an old estate? I don’t even know the name of
            the family that used to own it.”
         

         
         “I know that,” Kit volunteered. “It’s Brewer. But that doesn’t help much.”

         
         “I can see no way of getting into town to ask about it,” Sandy said. “We haven’t been off the grounds since we got here. It’s
            a good fifteen miles down to the village, which is farther than I’m about to hike.”
         

         
         “You couldn’t get out anyway,” Kit said. “The gate’s kept closed except when Professor Farley drives down to the town for
            mail. What about the people from the village who work here?”
         

         
         “What people?” Ruth said. “They all quit except for Natalie Culler, and she never opens her mouth.”

         
         “She does with me sometimes,” Kit said. “We got to be friends on that first day before the rest of you arrived.”

         
         “Well, there’s nothing to lose,” Ruth conceded, “if you want to raise the question to her. The worst she can do is refuse
            to answer.”
         

         
         “I’ll do it,” Kit said determinedly, “as soon as I get the chance.”

         
         
            
              

         

         
         That night it rained. It was a heavy, relentless rain that drummed upon the roof and slashed against the panes and poured
            in torrents through the rain gutters. Lying in bed, Kit closed her eyes tightly and tried to pretend that it was a city rain,
            and that she was in her room at home and the roof above her head was a simple partition that separated her from the next floor
            of apartments, and that her mother was in the room next door reading, wearing her blue nightgown, with a mud mask on. In a minute, Kit thought, she will put her book down and get out of bed and come into my room to check the window.
         

         
         But when the bedroom door did open, it was not her mother who slipped through and pushed it closed behind her.

         
         “Kit,” a voice asked softly, “are you awake?”

         
         “Yes,” Kit said. “What is it? Is something wrong? Wait a minute, I’ll turn on the light.”

         
         “No, don’t,” Sandy said. “I just want to tell you something. The woman—her name is Ellis.”

         
         “The woman in your dream? You’ve given her a name?”

         
         “Kit, it wasn’t a dream.” Sandy sounded definite. “It’s something else, something more than a dream. This isn’t something
            my mind has made up. Ellis exists. She’s a real person. I’m sure of it.”
         

         
         “That’s impossible,” Kit said. She reached out and began to fumble for the bedside lamp.

         
         “Don’t,” Sandy said, sensing her action. “Please, don’t. As long as it stays dark I can still see her like a picture on the
            screen of my mind. She’s young, even younger than I thought at first, and she has the most beautiful eyes, dreamy and filled
            with sorrow as though she’s been through a lot of suffering.”
         

         
         “You were afraid of her that first time,” Kit said. “You screamed.”

         
         “Not now. I’m not afraid anymore. I just wanted to tell you that.” Her footsteps brushed on the floor. “Good night, Kit.”

         
         The bedroom door opened and closed. Alone once more, Kit shivered and pulled the blankets up over her shoulders. The room
            was heavy with dampness and the slow, hard beat of the rain.
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         The opportunity to talk with Natalie did not come immediately. It was not until several days later, in the evening after dinner, that Kit saw her chance.
         

         
         The meal had been a subdued one without the usual conversation. Jules had eaten early and driven into town for the evening.
            Professor Farley had not come to dinner, as he was engaged in doing some writing and did not wish to be disturbed.
         

         
         “This is how it is with professors,” Madame Duret explained lightly. “They must always be publishing something. Perhaps the
            day will come when some of you girls will be doing the same thing.”
         

         
         Lynda was not at the table either. She had sent word by Ruth that she was not feeling well, and Madame said that a tray should
            be carried up to her.
         

         
         “I’ll take it,” Kit offered, as they were being excused from the table.

         
         “That is kind of you, Kathryn,” Madame said. She paused, as though about to add something, and then evidently decided against
            it.
         

         
         As she climbed the stairs, Kit realized that it had been weeks since she had been inside Lynda’s room. The last time she had
            seen it, she had been impressed by its femininity. The bureau top had been a field of cosmetics; artificial roses had blossomed
            in a vase on the desk; and the mirror had been edged with a full circle of photographs, all of Lynda herself, smiling coyly
            up at a variety of admiring boys. The romance novels that Lynda loved to read had stood in a row on the bedside table, flanked
            by delicately carved gilt bookends, and a pillow shaped like a pink kitten had been propped on the bed.
         

         
         Now when she entered, she was startled to find that, as Ruth had stated, the room resembled nothing so much as an artist’s
            studio. An easel stood by the window where the morning light would fall. The canvas mounted on it was only partially completed;
            it was a warm, mellow-colored picture of a woodland scene in which a girl’s slim figure knelt by a winding stream. Trees bent
            above her in a great arc of green, and the reflection in the stream gave back the laughing face of a forest nymph.
         

         
         Other pictures, in various stages of development, leaned against the walls or were piled in a heap in the corner. It was hard
            to beleive that Lynda had created all of them in such a short time.
         

         
         “Hi,” Kit said. “I brought you some dinner. Madame said you weren’t feeling well.”

         
         Lynda was stretched out, fully clothed, upon the bed. She was wearing no makeup, and her hair lay oily and matted against
            the pillow, as though she had not bothered to wash it for a long time.
         

         
         She glanced at the tray and wrinkled her nose. “Thanks, but I really don’t want anything. I’m not at all hungry.”

         
         “You need to eat,” Kit said. “You’re getting thin.” The words were true. Lynda’s eyes seemed huge in her pretty face, and
            the delicate tracery of her cheekbones stood out beneath the normally perfect skin. Now that skin had a yellowish cast.
         

         
         “I said, I’m not hungry,” Lynda said peevishly. “I’m just tired. I’ve been working hard.”

         
         “I should say so, from the looks of things.” Kit nodded toward the picture on the easel. “That’s going to be nice.”

         
         “Is it?” Lynda said. “I guess so.”

         
         “What are you going to put over there?” Kit gestured toward an unfinished area in the foreground.

         
         “How should I know? It’ll come to me when I get the brush in my hand.” Lynda turned her face away and threw an arm across
            her eyes. “Take that food out of here, okay? I can’t stand the smell of it.”
         

         
         Kit regarded her with concern. “I hope you’re feeling better tomorrow.”

         
         “I will be,” Lynda said. “I’ll have to be. There’s so much to be done. He wants so much. There just isn’t any stopping.”

         
         “He? ” Kit caught at the word. “What do you mean? Who is it who wants so much?”
         

         
         “Please,” Lynda said, “just let me be, won’t you? I’m so tired. We’ll talk another time, okay?”

         
         “Okay.” Kit stood a moment longer, gazing down at the slender form on the bed. Was this Lynda Hannah, the bright-faced girl
            with the lilting laugh, whose sole worry less than two months ago had been the fact that there was no Internet connection
            and she couldn’t chat online? She’s changed, Kit thought. Not just a surface change, but all the way down inside. She’s not the same person.
         

         
         “Lynda,” she said softly, “please, tell me. Something’s happened. Can’t you tell me about it?”

         
         The girl on the bed did not answer. Her breathing was slow and deep, and Kit realized that she was already asleep.

         
         Natalie was scraping plates when Kit brought the tray back down to the kitchen. She glanced at the untouched plate and shook
            her head.
         

         
         “Won’t eat, huh?”

         
         “She says she’s tired,” Kit said.

         
         “Funny,” Natalie said. “Nobody’s eating the way they used to, except for the men, maybe, and Madame herself. What’s with you
            girls? All coming down with something?”
         

         
         “I hope not,” Kit said, setting the tray on the counter. She paused, knowing that this was the opportunity for which she had
            been hoping. “Natalie, can I ask you something?”
         

         
         “You know I’m not supposed to spend time talking to you girls.” Natalie was silent a moment, then her curiosity got the better
            of her. “What is it you want to know?”
         

         
         “About Blackwood. It’s been here a long time, hasn’t it? You must have heard a lot of things about it.”

         
         “It’s an old place, sure,” Natalie said. “But Blackwood is the new name for it. It used to be called the old Brewer place.
            Nobody lived here then. It was all grown over so you could hardly see through the fence, just the roof sticking up.”
         

         
         “How do you know?” Kit asked. “Did you look through the fence and see?”

         
         “Well, we all did,” Natalie said, with a note of defensiveness in her voice. “All of us kids, I mean. There were so many stories
            about it. Teenagers used to come up and park in the driveway.”
         

         
         “Did you?”

         
         “Once or twice,” Natalie said, flushing slightly. “Nothing happened. We didn’t see anything. I figured the ones who said they
            did were just making up stories to scare the rest of us.”
         

         
         “What did the others see, or pretend to see?” Kit persisted. “Did they ever tell you?”

         
         “Lights in the windows. Shapes moving around. Things like that. Of course, old man Brewer was supposed to have been pretty
            strange himself back when he lived here. Anybody who’d live alone in a place this size would have had to have been a little
            bit off.”
         

         
         “He lived here alone?” Kit exclaimed. “Just one person in this huge place?”

         
         “Well, not in the beginning,” Natalie said, as she loaded the dishwasher. “When he first moved here he had a nice family,
            a pretty wife and three or four children. The place was kept up fine then with servants and gardeners, and what Madame Duret
            has made into an apartment for the professor, that was a real carriage house. Then one night there was a fire. Mr. Brewer
            was away on a business trip at the time, and they never did find out how it started, but it was in the bedroom wing where
            the family was sleeping. They had to bring the volunteer fire department up from the village, which took a long time because
            it was a Saturday night and a lot of the firemen couldn’t be located. By the time they got up here and got the fire under
            control, it was too late.”
         

         
         “You mean Mr. Brewer’s whole family died?” Kit asked in horror. “His wife and all the children?”

         
         “They say it was the smoke that did it,” Natalie said. “There wasn’t that much damage to the house. When Mr. Brewer got home
            and found out what had happened, he got rid of all the servants and barred up the gate. From then on he lived here alone.
         

         
         “He’d go down to the village for church on Sundays and talk about the family like they were still there, still living in the
            place with him. Or he’d go to the grocery store and say, ‘The missus wants me to pick up some things for her,’ and he’d buy
            candy and stuff for the kids and cereal for the baby.”
         

         
         “That’s horrible!” Kit gasped. “The poor man! How long did this go on?”

         
         “Years and years,” Natalie told her. “Talk got started around the town that his family was living here with him, as spirits.
            Once he called a man to fix the plumbing, and the man said that somewhere in the back of the house he heard a baby crying.
            After that, he couldn’t get people up here to do anything.
         

         
         “When he died, it was weeks before anybody knew it. Finally they started wondering about his missing church one Sunday after
            another. So they came up here, and there he was, on one side of the big bed. They say there was a hollow next to him, as though
            somebody had been lying there.”
         

         
         “After he died,” Kit asked, “what happened then?”

         
         “They got hold of some distant cousins who came in to bury him. They didn’t want the place, and after the funeral they listed
            it with a real estate agency. It was really weathered down when Madame Duret bought it. She’s had a lot of work done—the grounds
            landscaped and the roof repaired—and, of course, she had the sleeping wing fixed up so you girls could live there.”
         

         
         “The sleeping wing,” Kit said slowly. An icy shudder went down her spine. “You mean the wing where we’re sleeping is where
            the fire took place?”
         

         
         “That’s right,” Natalie said. “But you’d never know it, she’s got it remodeled so nice. The help she hired from the village,
            though, they didn’t like cleaning up there. Said it gave them the creeps. That’s why they quit.”
         

         
         “Natalie!” A low, strong voice spoke from behind them.

         
         Kit turned quickly to see Madame Duret standing in the kitchen doorway. The woman’s face was pale with anger, and her black
            eyes were blazing.
         

         
         “Natalie, you had your instructions not to spend your time talking with our students!”

         
         “I’m sorry, ma’am,” Natalie said contritely. “I don’t do it often.”

         
         There was ice in Madame’s voice. “Your instructions were not to do it at all.”

         
         “It’s not Natalie’s fault,” Kit said. “I’m the one responsible.”

         
         Madame’s eyes shifted to rest upon her, and Kit felt the power of them touch her with the force of an electric shock. It was
            as though two needles had thrust themselves through her body.
         

         
         “You must have homework to do, Kathryn,” Madame said. Her voice was like steel. “I would suggest that you go upstairs to your
            room and get started on it. Natalie is responsible for her own actions. She does not need you to defend her.”
         

         
         “But she only—” Kit began, and the words faded from her lips under the penetration of that black stare. She tried to look
            at Natalie, but she was unable to move her eyes. Against her will, she found herself moving from her position by the kitchen
            sink.
         

         
         As though of their own accord her two legs began to carry her step by step across the kitchen and through the door into the
            dining room.
         

         
         And into the outer hall.

         
         And up the stairs.

         
         And down the dark hall to her room.

         
         
            
              

         

         
         When she closed her eyes the music began. No longer did it hold back until she slept; it seemed now to lie just behind her
            eyelids, waiting for them to drop, so that as soon as she went into inner darkness the music was there. With increasing power,
            it took over the edges of her mind and crept relentlessly toward its core.
         

         
         I’m dreaming, Kit told herself firmly, but she was not completely sure that was true. She was too conscious of the pillow beneath her cheek,
            of the blanket across her shoulders. She knew that she was cold.
         

         
         If I open my eyes, she thought, it will be gone.
         

         
         But will it? an inner voice whispered. Are you certain?
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            DEAR TRACY,

            
            THIS IS GOING TO SEEM LIKE A CRAZY LETTER. I WISH YOU WERE HERE SO I COULD TALK TO YOU IN PERSON. YOU’RE ALWAYS SO RATIONAL,
                  I’M SURE YOU COULD COME UP WITH AN ANSWER, AND YET, WHEN I THINK ABOUT IT, I CAN’T EVEN TELL YOU THE QUESTION.

            
            ALL I KNOW IS THAT SOMETHING IS VERY WRONG. SOMETIMES I LOOK AT MYSELF IN THE MIRROR, AND IT’S LIKE LOOKING AT A STRANGER.
                  THE FACE IS THE SAME, EXCEPT THINNER—WE ALL SEEM TO BE GETTING THINNER—AND THERE IS AN ODD LOOK TO IT. IT MAY BE THE CIRCLES
                  UNDER MY EYES.

            
            BUT IT’S NOT JUST PHYSICAL. WE’RE CHANGING IN OTHER WAYS TOO. TAKE LYNDA, FOR INSTANCE. SHE HAS STOPPED COMING TO CLASSES
                  AND JUST STAYS IN HER ROOM ALL DAY, AND HALF THE TIME SHE DOESN’T EVEN COME DOWN TO MEALS. MADAME DURET HAS A TRAY SENT UP
                  TO HER, BUT WHEN IT COMES BACK THERE’S HARDLY ANY FOOD GONE FROM IT. WHEN LYNDA DOES COME DOWN, ONCE IN A GREAT WHILE, SHE
                  LOOKS LIKE A LITTLE WHITE GHOST, ALL SKIN AND BONES AND BIG STARING EYES. AND THE EYES DON’T SEEM TO FOCUS ON US. THEY LOOK
                  THROUGH US OR PAST US, AS THOUGH THEY ARE SEEING SOMETHING THE REST OF US CAN’T.

            
            WHEN YOU TALK TO LYNDA SHE ANSWERS IN THIS ODD, VAGUE WAY, AS IF HER MIND IS SOMEWHERE ELSE, AND SOMETIMES THE ANSWERS DON’T
                  GO WITH OUR QUESTIONS. THERE ARE OTHER TIMES WHEN SHE DOESN’T SEEM TO KNOW WE’RE HERE. IT’S JUST PLAIN SCARY, AND YESTERDAY
                  RUTH WENT TO MADAME DURET AND SUGGESTED THAT LYNDA MIGHT NEED A DOCTOR.

            
            MADAME SAID SHE WAS SURE THERE WAS NOTHING WRONG. SHE SAID LYNDA HAS JUST AWAKENED TO THE DISCOVERY OF HER TALENT AS AN ARTIST
                  AND IS WORKING VERY HARD, AND THAT IT’S NO WONDER SHE IS TIRED, BUT THAT IT IS A GOOD KIND OF TIRED, THE SORT THAT COMES WHEN
                  YOU REALLY ACCOMPLISH SOMETHING. IS IT POSSIBLE THAT SOMETHING “GOOD” CAN MAKE A PERSON LOOK AND ACT THE WAY LYNDA DOES NOW?

            
            AND THEN THERE’S SANDY. SHE, TOO, IS CHANGING. SHE DREAMS A LOT, AND SHE TELLS ME THAT IT IS ALWAYS THE SAME DREAM, THE ONE
                  ABOUT THE WOMAN WHO COMES AND STANDS BY HER BED. AT FIRST IT USED TO FRIGHTEN HER, BUT SOMEHOW IT DOESN’T SEEM TO ANYMORE.
                  SHE SAYS THE WOMAN’S NAME IS ELLIS, AND SHE SPEAKS OF HER AS THOUGH SHE WERE A REAL PERSON.

            
            TRACY, AM I LOSING MY MIND? BECAUSE I DREAM TOO. IN MY DREAMS I AM AT THE PIANO PLAYING, NOT PLAYING POORLY THE WAY I USUALLY
                  DO, BUT VERY WELL, AND THERE’S NEVER ANY SHEET MUSIC IN FRONT OF ME. IN THE BEGINNING THE MUSIC WAS ALWAYS SOFT AND BEAUTIFUL
                  AND THE DREAM WAS A HAPPY ONE, BUT IT’S NOT LIKE THAT ANYMORE. NOW THE MUSIC TEARS THROUGH ME WITH SO MUCH POWER THAT IT IS
                  A PHYSICAL PAIN. WHEN I WAKE UP, I’M TIRED. MY ARMS AND HANDS ACHE AS THOUGH I REALLY HAVE BEEN PLAYING FOR HOURS.

            
            I’VE FOUND OUT SOME BACKGROUND INFORMATION ABOUT BLACKWOOD. I DON’T LIKE IT, ANY OF IT. TRACY, I DON’T WANT TO STAY HERE ANY
                  LONGER. I DON’T CARE IF THIS IS ALL IN MY IMAGINATION, I STILL DON’T WANT TO BE HERE. I’VE WRITTEN MOM AND ASKED HER IF I
                  CAN’T LIVE WITH YOU AND YOUR FAMILY UNTIL SHE AND DAN GET HOME. WOULD THAT BE ALL RIGHT WITH YOUR PARENTS? I HOPE SO.

            
            WRITE TO ME. IT’S BEEN A LONG TIME SINCE I’VE HEARD FROM YOU, AND YOU NEVER ANSWER ANY OF MY QUESTIONS OR COMMENT ON ANY OF
                  THE THINGS I’VE WRITTEN ABOUT. IS IT BECAUSE IT’S A PAIN TO WRITE BY REGULAR MAIL? OR ARE MY LETTERS TO YOU GETTING LOST IN
                  THE MAIL? MAYBE THEY AREN’T GETTING MAILED AT ALL. PROFESSOR FARLEY MAKES THE TRIP INTO THE VILLAGE EACH DAY AND CARRIES OUR
                  LETTERS TO THE POST OFFICE. HE MUST MAIL THEM, RIGHT? I MEAN, IT WOULD BE AGAINST THE LAW FOR HIM NOT TO, WOULDN’T IT? I’M
                  SO CONFUSED. TRACY, PLEASE, PLEASE, WRITE.

         

         
         “I’ve written another poem,” said Sandy.

         
         “Oh?” Kit did not meet her friend’s eyes, but she felt her stomach begin to tighten in nervous anticipation.

         
         “I’m not doing this alone,” Sandy said. “Ellis is helping me. She’s a wonderful writer. She’s even published a novel.”

         
         “Sandy, please,” Kit said wearily. “I wish you’d stop talking about this woman as though she were a real person.”

         
         “Listen, now,” Sandy said. “See if you like this.

         
         
            
            Out of the wind that rules the realm of night

            
            And lonely stars held captive in the sky,

            
            I search for Peace, that death may pass me by

            
            Lost in eternity, as light in light

            
            Is lost, beyond the echo of a Sigh.

            
            Where moonlight on the moors in patterns gleams

            
            Against the shadows, only Peace should be,

            
            And there I search, but Peace is not for me.

            
            A moment’s rest, left undisturbed by dreams,

            
            Is all I ask. . . .

         

         
         “Stop! Please, stop!” Kit held up a restraining hand. “I don’t want to hear the rest. It’s morbid. It sounds as though you’re
            dead.”
         

         
         “I thought you’d like it,” Sandy said in a hurt voice.

         
         “Well, I don’t. What’s happened to you, Sandy? We used to laugh so much together. Remember the jokes we used to tell and how
            we planned to short-sheet Ruth’s bed? We were going to have a party one night too, and sneak a lot of food up to my room and
            make it a midnight feast.”
         

         
         “Do you still want to do those things?” Sandy asked in wonder.

         
         “No,” Kit admitted. Somehow the plans that had sounded like so much fun in the early days at Blackwood now seemed childish
            and ridiculous. Sandy glanced down at the poem in her hands.
         

         
         “Ellis doesn’t think it’s very good,” she said. “She doesn’t want me to submit it to a publisher or anything. She thinks we
            can do better.”
         

         
         “You’re doing it again!” Kit interrupted in exasperation. “You’re talking about this—this dream person as though she were
            real!”
         

         
         “Is she a dream?” Sandy asked slowly. “When she talks to me, it’s so sensible and right. I’ve been thinking, Kit, do you remember
            what Ruth was saying about all of us having various forms of extrasensory perception?”
         

         
         Kit nodded.

         
         “Well, what if I’ve used mine to tune in on somebody, a real person who is living somewhere in the world and has a mind that
            operates on the same wavelength that mine does. Is that impossible?”
         

         
         “You mean you think that somewhere there really is a woman named Ellis?” Kit asked incredulously.

         
         “Why not? She doesn’t have to be anywhere near here or even in this country. In fact, I have a feeling she isn’t in this country—the way she speaks and her references to things like moors and yew trees—she may live someplace like England
            or Scotland.”
         

         
         “It isn’t possible,” Kit said. “People don’t communicate through dreams. They write letters or e-mails, they make phone calls—”

         
         “Don’t yell,” Sandy said. “You’re making my head hurt. I can’t explain this, Kit. Ruth’s the one who’s the expert on scientific
            happenings. All I know is that Ellis is real to me, more real than any dream could be. Whether or not you like her poetry
            doesn’t matter. I like it, and I’m happy to be the one she communicates it to.”
         

         
         Her narrow face was flushed with anger, and Kit felt her own temper flaring in response.

         
         “You sound like a twelve-year-old who has a crush on a movie star! Except that with a movie star at least you can see her
            on the screen.”
         

         
         “Shut up,” Sandy snapped. “I’m sorry I ever told you about Ellis.”

         
         “You didn’t have to tell me. I heard you screaming, remember? You didn’t think this super poet was so great then!” Try as she would, Kit could not bite back the sharp words. “It’s this place, this terrible place! It’s doing something
            to you! You’re getting almost as crazy as Lynda!”
         

         
         But Sandy had already turned on her heel and left the room, pulling the door shut hard behind her. Exhausted, Kit let herself
            fall back across her bed. The intensity of the argument left her drained and vaguely frightened. Sandy was her friend, the
            closest friend she had in this strange, fenced-in world of Blackwood. How could she possibly have spoken to her in such a
            way, actually accusing her of being insane? Why were Sandy’s rationalizations any less to be respected than her own or Ruth’s?
            If Sandy was crazy, then they all were.
         

         
         She should call her back and apologize. She knew it, and yet her weariness was so great that the effort was more than she
            could make. She raised her hands and pressed them tight against her eyelids, and felt the throbbing in her head which meant
            the beginning of the music. I won’t listen, she told herself. This time I’ll defeat it. I won’t lie here and listen.
         

         
         But as had happened that night in the kitchen when Madame Duret had ordered her upstairs, her body would not obey her mental
            command. It lay upon the bed, and like an audience at a concert, Kit felt the music rushing upon her, soft at first, then
            louder and stronger, picking up pace and volume.
         

         
         “Sandy!” she longed to cry. “Sandy—come back! Come help me!”

         
         But although she could feel her throat straining with the words, they were lost in the music. Louder now, it came building
            and building to what she knew would soon be a crashing crescendo.
         

         
         Too tired to combat it, she stopped resisting and let herself go, to be carried like a leaf in a rushing current of silent
            sound. Eventually she slept. She was not conscious of this happening, but when she opened her eyes the afternoon light had
            faded from the sky beyond the window and the room was dark.
         

         
         And there was cold. So much cold that she did not know if she could move. Her whole body was leaden with the weight of it.
            It was the same strange cold that she had felt in Sandy’s room on that night so many weeks ago, a chill too intense to be
            natural, touched with the sensation of dampness and a faint odor that she could not place.
         

         
         For a few moments she lay there, unmoving. Then, with a gigantic effort, she stretched out her hand and found the lamp. The
            light sprang on, and the familiar room came into being around her—the dresser, the desk, the gilt-edged mirror, the arched
            red canopy over the bed. Fighting the lethargy that threatened to drag her back into unconsciousness, Kit got up and went
            to the closet for a sweater. Taking it from its hanger, she thrust her arms into the sleeves and buttoned it up to the neck.
            The cold seemed to slide through the heavy material and seep into her very pores.
         

         
         Shivering violently, she glanced at her watch. Six forty-five. Downstairs in the dining room dinner would be under way. She
            could picture the great round table under the twinkling chandelier and the group that would be gathered around it: Madame,
            stately and gracious; friendly, bearded Professor Farley; Jules, handsome and brooding. Ruth would be at the table. And Sandy.
            I’d better go down, Kit thought, if only to see Sandy. If I don’t, she’ll think it’s because of our argument. The sooner things could be made right between herself and Sandy the better.
         

         
         The thought of food made her feel slightly nauseated. Still, anything was better than staying alone in a room that was as
            cold as a tomb.
         

         
         Stepping out into the hall, Kit pulled the door closed behind her and locked it. The air was warmer here, but she still found
            herself shivering. At the far end of the hall the dim bulb threw out its faint circle of light, and the whole corridor seemed
            made out of shadows.
         

         
         Slowly, Kit began to walk down the hallway toward the stairs. In the mirror at the hall’s end she saw a thin, white-faced
            girl in a heavy-knit sweater moving toward her.
         

         
         Is that me? she thought, momentarily startled by the girl’s appearance, the dullness of the eyes, the limp, uncombed hair, the heavy,
            methodical walk. Was this the same Kit Gordy who had bounced down this hallway only a matter of months ago, eyes shining,
            face alight, to greet her new classmates?
         

         
         I look awful, Kit thought wretchedly. And then, as she tilted her head, she caught sight of him, the person walking behind her. In horror
            she stood there, frozen, one foot lifted for the next step, her eyes staring into the other eyes reflected in the mirror.
         

         
         It can’t be, she told herself. There can’t be anyone behind me. The hall was empty when I came out of my room. Anyone behind me now would have had to have
               come out of it with me, and that’s impossible. And yet the man was there, his image as clear as her own, standing so close behind her that it was incredible that she did
            not feel his breath upon the back of her neck.
         

         
         Dragging in her breath, Kit did the only thing that she could do. She closed her eyes and screamed.
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         Once she started, she could not stop. Scream after scream tore from her throat in great, ragged shrieks. For what seemed like a million years she screamed, until
            as though from another world she heard the sound of footsteps pounding on the stairs and a voice calling her name. Then strong
            hands closed upon her shoulders.
         

         
         Jules’ voice said, “Kit! Kit, what is it? What’s happened?”

         
         “There—” Kit managed to sob, “there, behind me—”

         
         “There’s nothing behind you.”

         
         Kit opened her eyes and stared up at him, at the fine-boned, perfectly featured face bent close to her own, at the heavy-lidded
            dark eyes, filled now with real concern.
         

         
         Gone was the anger that had flared there the day she had intruded upon him in the music room while he was playing the Schubert
            tape. Gone was the discomfort that had existed between them since.
         

         
         He cares, she thought, and even through her terror she clutched at the realization. He does care.
         

         
         “There was someone,” she said chokingly. “A man. He was walking behind me. I saw him reflected in the mirror.”

         
         “There couldn’t have been.”

         
         “There was!”
         

         
         “Okay, you’re okay. It’s all right.” Jules pulled her against him so that her face was buried against his shirt, and his hand
            ran lightly over her hair. “You saw a shadow. Or perhaps it was your own reflection.”
         

         
         “It was a man!” She tried to cry the words, but they were muffled by the warm bulk of his shoulder. From somewhere beyond
            them she heard other voices and she knew that they were coming, all of them, from the floor below. In another moment they
            would be here surrounding her, patting and comforting her, telling her in rational terms what it was that she had been imagining.
         

         
         Pressing her hands against Jules’ chest, she shoved him away from her so that she could see his face.

         
         “Please,” she said frantically, “you must believe me. You have to believe me.”

         
         “Kathryn!” The voice was Madame Duret’s. “What in the world has happened?”

         
         “What is it, Kit?”

         
         “Kit, are you all right?”

         
         “Was that you we heard?”
         

         
         She had known it would be this way. Professor Farley, Ruth, Sandy—all of them worried. She felt Sandy’s hand touch her arm,
            a silent reassurance that their friendship was still intact. Even if no one else did, Sandy would believe her.
         

         
         “She’s frightened,” Jules explained. “She thought she saw somebody in the mirror.”

         
         “Somebody?”

         
         “A man. I saw a man.” Kit struggled to get control of her voice. “I didn’t just think I saw him, I did see him. He was just as real as I am.”
         

         
         “What did he look like?” Professor Farley asked her. His keen, old eyes were regarding her intently.

         
         “I—I don’t know,” Kit said haltingly. “The hall’s so dark, I couldn’t see him very well. And my own reflection was partially
            blocking him. But he was there. There’s no doubt about it.”
         

         
         “Then where has he gone?” Madame Duret asked matter-of-factly. She gestured toward the stretch of empty hallway leading back
            to Kit’s door. “If someone had been there, chérie, he would have to be there still. If he had run past you, he would have
            had to pass us on the stairs.”
         

         
         “He could have gone back,” Sandy suggested timidly. She dropped her hand and slipped it into Kit’s. “Kit’s room and mine are
            both down at that end of the hall. He might have gone into one of them.”
         

         
         “You keep your rooms locked, don’t you?” Ruth asked. She sounded more interested than worried. Her eyes were aglitter with
            subdued excitement.
         

         
         “Yes, but still—”

         
         Kit could tell from Ruth’s face that she too was remembering the instance of the missing portrait, when a locked door had
            been no deterrent to an invader. She knows something, Kit thought. Somehow Ruth has gone a step ahead of the rest of us.
         

         
         “Well, there’s one way to be sure of things,” said Professor Farley. “Give me your keys, girls, and Jules and I will check
            your rooms. If there’s any possible chance that there is someone in this building who doesn’t belong here, we want to know
            about it.”
         

         
         Sandy and Kit both handed him their keys. In silence they watched the two men go down the hall and enter first one room and
            then the other. It did not take long.
         

         
          “All empty,” Professor Farley said. “There’s nobody in the closets or under the beds. I’m afraid you were imagining things,
            young lady. I can see how one might, too, the way the shadows shift about. Walking toward the mirror gives one a strange sensation.”
         

         
         “But I wasn’t imagining it,” Kit exclaimed. And then, a bit doubtfully, “He seemed so real.”

         
         “Like my Ellis?” Sandy suggested softly.

         
         “No,” Kit said. “Not like that. I was wide awake, not dreaming.”

         
         “Are you sure?”

         
         “Of course I’m sure. I was standing right here.”

         
         “I think we had best return to the dining room,” Madame Duret said firmly. The tone of her voice, pleasant but definite, told
            them that the issue was now behind them, something that need not be agonized over or discussed any further. “The professor
            is correct, the light in this hallway is terribly disconcerting. I shall call once again tomorrow about those electricians,
            and if I cannot get someone from the village, I will call into Middleton.
         

         
         “Now, do let us return to our dinner before everything is cold. Are you feeling better, Kathryn?”

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” Kit said shakily. And though the last thing she felt like doing was eating, she let herself be guided down the
            stairs and on into the dining room.
         

         
         The table had been cleared of the soup bowls. They took their seats, and at the tinkle of Madame’s silver bell the kitchen
            door opened and Lucretia appeared, her gray brows drawn together in a scowl.
         

         
         “Please bring the main course now, Lucretia,” Madame told her.

         
         Without a word the older woman turned and went back through the doorway. Kit stared after her in bewilderment.

         
          “Why is Lucretia doing the serving?” she asked. “Is Natalie sick?”

         
         “Natalie is no longer in my employ,” Madame informed her. Her voice carried no hint of emotion, but Kit, remembering the scene
            in the kitchen when those two black eyes had struck her like thunderbolts, was filled with sudden suspicion.
         

         
         “Why?” she asked. “Did you let her go?”

         
         “Let her go? Why, of course not.” Madame took her napkin and spread it in her lap. “Good cooks like Natalie are difficult
            to acquire these days. No, the girl asked to leave. She is getting married a week from Saturday.”
         

         
         “Married!” Kit exclaimed. It was the last thing she had expected to be told.

         
         “That’s so nice,” Ruth commented. “She must be so excited! Who is she marrying, somebody from the village?”

         
         “I imagine so. Whom else would she find?” Madame said easily. “But with so much of our help gone now, I am afraid we shall
            all have to do a bit of the work. Nice as it would be, a place like Blackwood does not take care of itself, you know. Starting
            tomorrow, I must make out a chore list for everyone.”
         

         
         The door swung open again and Lucretia entered, bearing a platter of underdone chicken, and the subject of conversation was
            terminated.
         

         
         The phone call came at eight thirty that evening. The girls were gathered in the parlor only half-watching a nature program
            on PBS when Jules appeared suddenly in the doorway.
         

         
         “Phone for you, Kit,” he said. “Long-distance. It’s your mother.”

         
         “It is?!” For a moment Kit thought her heart would leap out of her chest. In an instant she was on her feet, hurrying toward
            him. “Where can I take it?”
         

         
         “The land-line phone is in the office,” Jules said. “You’d better hurry. Overseas calls cost a fortune.”

         
         When she entered the office, Kit found Madame Duret seated at her desk. The telephone sat at her right, the receiver off the
            hook. Madame picked it up and held it out to Kit.
         

         
         “Are you not the lucky one—a call from Italy! Do give your mother my regards.”

         
         Kit snatched the receiver. She found her hand was trembling as she raised it to her ear.

         
         “Hello, Mom?”

         
         “Oh, honey!” Her mother’s tiny voice sounded a million miles away, but the warmth, the inflections, the love, were so familiar
            that for the second time that evening Kit found her eyes blurred with tears. “It’s so wonderful to hear you.”
         

         
         “You too,” Kit said. “How are you? How’s Dan? Where are you calling from? Are you having fun?”

         
         “So much fun,” her mother said, “you can’t imagine. We’re in Florence now, and tomorrow we leave for Rome. Just think, we’ll
            actually be visiting St. Peter’s and the Forum and the Catacombs—all the places you always read about!”
         

         
         She sounds so young, Kit thought in amazement. Her mother, with the silver threads in her hair, the soft cobweb of lines at the corners of her
            eyes, the back that ached after a day of typing, sounded like a young girl, bubbling with enthusiasm and vitality.
         

         
         “And you, honey? How are you? Do you love it at Blackwood?”

         
         “Mom!” Kit was stunned at the question. “Haven’t you been reading my letters?”

         
         “We got one in Cherbourg,” her mother said, “but that was almost immediately after we arrived. It’s the only letter we’ve
            received, and your cell phone doesn’t seem to be working. That’s why I’m calling. Dan said he was sure that you were just
            too busy to write and had forgotten to charge your cell, but I was worried that you might be ill. You haven’t been, have you?”
         

         
         “No,” Kit said. “Cell phones don’t work in this area, but I’ve written every week. I’ve told you about everything—​absolutely everything.”

         
         In her chair at the desk, Madame shifted her weight, and Kit moved a few paces away, stretching the phone cord to its full
            length.
         

         
         “It’s the overseas mail then,” Kit’s mother said. “It’s so hard to be sure of your timing when you’re sending things care
            of American Express. You must be just missing us every place we go. Well, tell me, how is everything? Are you studying hard?
            Do you have nice friends?”
         

         
         “Um, I—” Kit could not get an answer out. Instead she said, “Mom, how much longer are you going to stay over there? When are
            you coming home?”
         

         
         “The week before Christmas,” her mother said. “Don’t you remember the plan? We’ll coincide with your vacation.”

         
         “But that’s months away!” The words burst from her in a strangled cry. “I can’t stay here that long, Mom, I just can’t! You
            don’t understand!”
         

         
         Madame Duret moved in her chair. Kit felt the intense black eyes boring into her, and she clutched the receiver more tightly
            against her ear.
         

         
         “Oh, honey!” There was mild exasperation in her mother’s voice. “Are you still upset with us for coming to Europe without
            you? I thought you’d accepted the situation. You told me—”
         

         
         “It’s not that, really! I swear, that has nothing to do with it. I want to tell you—please, you have to listen—”

         
         There was so much to tell, all the things that she had poured out in her letters and assumed her mother knew, and now realized
            that she did not know at all. But where could she start? The beginning seemed so long ago, and there was so much—Lynda and
            her art, Sandy, the dreams, the music, the man in the hall, whom she was sure, really sure, she had not imagined, and yet
            what other explanation could there be for his disappearance? And her mother was so far away, just a thin, small voice on the
            other end of a transatlantic cable, with the costly minutes piling up.
         

         
         But most of all there was Madame Duret, seated here beside her, listening to every word that she spoke. Those eyes—those impossible
            eyes—rested upon her face, and she could not turn from them, could not focus her own gaze anywhere except into their depths.
            They held her still, impaled, like a bug on two sharp pins.
         

         
         “Mom,” she said, and she could not go on.

         
         “I think that this conversation must be costing your mother a great deal of money, Kathryn.” Madame spoke quietly, but her
            voice held a note of command. “Do you not think that you should give her your love and say good-bye?”
         

         
         “Mom!” Kit made one final desperate effort. “I want to stay at Tracy’s. Can I, please? I’ve written her, and it will be all
            right, I know it will. I could get the bus in Blackwood Village. Mr. Rosenblum could meet me and I could stay with them until
            Christmas, until you and Dan get home.”
         

         
         “Oh, Kit, really!” The lilting youthfulness was gone from her mother’s voice. In its place was a blend of disappointment,
            concern and weariness. “You’ll be seeing Tracy at Christmastime. No matter what you say, it really isn’t very far away. Enjoy
            your other friends now, the new ones you’ve made at Blackwood. In your one letter you mentioned a girl named Sandy. You seemed
            to like her. Don’t you still?”
         

         
         “Yes. Yes, sure, I like Sandy.” What should I do? Kit asked herself frantically. What can I do? She looked down into Madame Duret’s face, and no further words would come.
         

         
         “Do write, honey,” her mother was saying. “And aim your letters a little further ahead. You have our itinerary. Allow a few extra days for them to reach us. Dan sends his love. He’s a fine man, Kit—a good, kind person. I realize it more each
            day. I’m very lucky.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Kit said resignedly. “Yes, I know.”

         
         “I love you, honey.”

         
         “I love you too.” The time was up. There was no way, no possible way. “Tell Dan hello. Have a happy honeymoon.”

         
         “We will. You be happy too, honey. Good-bye for now.”

         
         “Good-bye.” There was a little click, followed by silence.

         
         Kit lowered the receiver from her ear and placed it carefully back on the hook. She closed her eyes so that she would not
            have to see the look of satisfaction on Madame’s face, but she could not keep them closed. One could not stand for very long
            with her eyes screwed shut.
         

         
         “That is right, chérie,” Madame Duret told her. “You want to leave your mother enough money to purchase some gifts to bring
            back with her. Are they having a pleasant trip?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Kit said dully. “A wonderful time.”

         
         “They seemed so nice, both of them. You would not wish to ruin their trip by having them concerned about you. All girls become
            a bit homesick on occasion. It is one of those things one must fight against.”
         

         
         “I guess,” Kit said.

         
         Miserably, she turned and started across the room to the door, but stopped short as her eyes fell upon a painting on the opposite
            wall over a filing cabinet. A mountain lake reflected light from the sky, and green woods, distant hills. The familiarity
            of the setting struck her like a well-known cry.
         

         
         “What’s that?” she asked.

         
         “That cabinet? It is where I keep my files on former students.”

         
         “I didn’t mean the cabinet,” Kit said. “I meant the picture. Who did it?”

         
         “Do you like the painting? It is a favorite of mine.” It was as though there had been no contest between them. “It is a landscape
            by Thomas Cole. A reproduction, of course.”
         

         
         “I’ve seen that lake,” Kit said.

         
         “Perhaps you have. The picture was painted in the Catskills.”

         
         “No, I mean I’ve seen it painted before. From another angle.” Kit continued to stare at the landscape. “There’s a footpath
            over there along the shore, but you can’t see it from this direction.”
         

         
         Then the realization struck her.

         
         “It’s the same lake that has been in some of Lynda’s paintings.”

         
         “Why, I do not think so, chérie,” Madame Duret said. “Lynda comes from California. I hardly think she would be painting New
            York scenery.”
         

         
         “But it is,” Kit insisted. “Who is this Thomas Cole, anyway? Does he live around here?”

         
         “He did at one time,” Madame Duret told her. “Of course, that was many years ago. He died in the middle of the nineteenth
            century.”
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         “It’s true,” Ruth said. “Thomas Cole was a really famous artist. I’m surprised you haven’t heard of him. He was the founder of the Hudson River School of landscape
            painters.”
         

         
         It was late afternoon of the following day, and they had left the house to walk around to the far side of the pond. It was
            gray and wintry outside, quite different from the bright autumn weather they had been having, and Kit felt it as an echo of
            her own spirits. She thrust her hands deep into the pockets of her jeans and stared across at the dead brown stalks that were
            all that was left of the summer garden.
         

         
         “And he’s dead?” she asked.

         
         “Oh, sure. Ages ago. He died comparatively young too. He was only in his forties. He was one of the American artists we studied in one of the enrichment classes at the last school I went to.”

         
         “You learned about him there?” Kit drew a breath of relief. “And Lynda too?”

         
         “No, not Lynda,” Ruth said. “She didn’t take the enrichment courses. Why is it you’re suddenly so hung up on Thomas Cole?”

         
         Kit’s head was aching. It seemed to her lately that her head was always throbbing with a dull pressure. Sometimes it was because
            of the music inside it, ringing and crashing and filling her ears with sounds that no one else could hear.
         

         
         Other times, like now, the pressure was a thing unto itself, an ache that seemed born of confusion and fatigue.

         
         “I’m so confused,” she said. “I hardly know where to begin. Nothing makes any sense.”

         
         “What happened?” Ruth asked. “It must be something important if you wanted to come all the way out here to talk about it.”

         
         “It was last night,” Kit said. “When I was in Madame’s office, talking on the phone with my mom. On the wall over a filing
            cabinet, there was a reproduction of a painting of a lake. Madame said it was by Thomas Cole.”
         

         
         “So?”

         
         “It was the same lake that Lynda paints, and more than that, it looked exactly like one of Lynda’s landscapes. The lighting,
            the colors, the sky—all of it. Lynda might have done it herself.”
         

         
         “That’s why you asked if she had studied Thomas Cole?”

         
         “If she had, it would at least have partially explained things. She might have been imitating his work, don’t you think? Unconsciously,
            not even realizing what she was doing? But if she didn’t take the course with you, then that’s out. There has to be some other
            answer.”
         

         
         “T.C.,” Ruth said softly.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Those are the initials: T.C. It’s the way Lynda signs her paintings.”

         
         “T.C. for Thomas Cole?” Kit turned to her incredulously. “Then she must know who he is—she has to! She must have seen his work somewhere, perhaps on some television special. And she admires him. She’s trying so hard
            to imitate him that she’s using his initials to, well, to sort of bring herself luck.”
         

         
         “No,” Ruth said. “I don’t buy that. Sorry. I wish it was true, but I’m sure it’s not.”

         
         A breeze touched the surface of the pond, making little ripples, and the trees reflected in its surface shimmered and shifted
            like live creatures in the moving water. Across the pond, the roof of Blackwood rose sharp against the heavy overcast of the
            sky. The windows stared out at them like empty eyes.
         

         
         The kitchen door opened suddenly and Lucretia came out with a bag of trash for the incinerator. Her grayness seemed part of
            the day itself.
         

         
         “She’ll never quit, at least,” Ruth commented. “I once asked Madame about her. She used to work for her parents when Madame was a
            child. She may not be terribly bright, but she’s sort of a family heirloom.”
         

         
         “Natalie didn’t quit,” Kit said. “She was fired.”

         
         “Madame said she quit.”

         
         “I know, but I don’t believe it. Natalie needed her job, and if she had a boyfriend, she never bothered to mention him. I’m
            sure she would have if she had been serious enough to consider getting married.”
         

         
         “But why would Madame have let her go?” Ruth asked. “Lucretia can’t cook. That chicken last night was so greasy I could hardly
            swallow it. Natalie’s meals were the best part of the day.”
         

         
         “Natalie talked,” Kit said. “Remember how I was going to ask her about the background of Blackwood? Madame Duret walked in
            on us while she was telling me, and she was furious. I’m sure that’s why she fired Natalie.”
         

         
         “Then she did tell you about it?” Ruth was more interested in this fact than in the fate of Natalie. “What did you find out?”
         

         
         “Some terrible things. Mr. Brewer’s whole family was killed in a fire, and he went mental. He wouldn’t admit that they were
            gone. He lived the whole rest of his life here just as though they were still alive, talking about them and buying toys for
            the children and everything.”
         

         
         “Did Mr. Brewer die in the house too?”

         
         “Yes,” Kit said. “A long time later. Why do you ask that? Ruth—” She stopped at the look on the girl’s face.

         
         Something was flickering there, a glint of revelation.

         
         “Ruth, what is it? Do you know something that I don’t?”

         
         “I don’t know anything,” Ruth said. “Anything I came up with right now would just be a guess.”
         

         
         “But you have an idea?”

         
         “It’s really out there,” Ruth said. “So far out that I don’t think you’d believe it. I’m not sure that I can believe it myself.”

         
         “What is it?”

         
         “I don’t want to talk about it right now,” Ruth said. “I want to think about it awhile first. Did you say the woman in Sandy’s
            dream is named Ellis and she comes from England?”
         

         
         “That’s what Sandy has decided. Either there or Scotland, someplace with moors.”

         
         “Did she ever mention the woman’s last name?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “I’m going to check something out in the library,” Ruth said. “If it turns out my guess is right, then I’ll tell you about
            it. But you’d better prepare yourself. If I have found the answer, you’re going to get the shock of your life.”
         

         
         
            
              

         

         
         That night, as always, there was the music. Soft, this time, like a lullaby for a child. Moonlight on a pillow. Tree limbs
            rustling outside a window in the faint evening breeze. Fireflies on the lawn. Soft laughter from couples sitting on the porch
            steps.
         

         
         I am asleep, Kit told herself. I know that I am asleep, lying in the bed with the canopy over it, and the room is dark and still, and this music is not real.
               It is a dream, only a dream. When I wake, it will be morning with breakfast waiting in the dining room down below and classes
               to go to, and the music will be gone again as though it never has been.
         

         
         A voice spoke softly, breaking through the music. A man’s voice, gruff, but oddly gentle.

         
         “Gone, for a moment. But not really. Never really gone.”

         
         Because she knew it was a dream, Kit was not startled.

         
         “Who are you?” she asked. And then she recognized him, and her heart gave a lurch. “You were the one standing behind me in
            the hall, the one I saw in the mirror.”
         

         
         “Of course,” the dream man said. He seemed surprised that she should be surprised.
         

         
         “Why were you following me?” Kit asked. “Why are you here now? What is it you want?”

         
         “I am here to give.”

         
         “That’s no answer.”

         
         “It’s the only answer,” the man said patiently. “You are one of the fortunate ones who are blessed with the ability to receive.”

         
         “To receive what?” Kit asked. And then the answer came to her and she began to understand. “The music? Are you the one who
            is sending me this music, the way Ellis is sending Sandy poetry? If you are, you must take it back. I don’t want it.”
         

         
         The sounds rose within her, louder now, changing pace and rhythm, beginning to leap and build as they did so often lately
            into a pressure that swelled her brain. This is a dream, she reminded herself frantically. Only a dream.
         

         
         “Of course it is,” the man said, and reached for her hand. His fingers closed around her wrist, and it was all she could do
            to keep from crying out at the icy touch as he drew her from the bed. She felt the carpet beneath her bare feet and saw him
            reach for the knob of the door.
         

         
         “Where are you taking me?”

         
         “You must let it out,” the man said.

         
         “Let what out? What do you mean?”

         
         They were in the hall now, and he was leading her down it through the darkness with the assurance of one who knows each step,
            while the music grew louder and louder, pounding against the inside of her skull.
         

         
         “You must let it out, or your head will burst with it! You must let it go!”

         
         “How?” Kit sobbed. “How?” She could no longer keep track of where they were going. She knew they were on the stairs, she could
            feel cold floorboards against the soles of her feet, and doors opened and closed. There were other voices, a muted chorus
            of voices, but the music overwhelmed them.
         

         
         “Here she is,” the dream man said. “I’ve brought her down.”

         
         “It will be my turn now,” someone said. “I haven’t used her yet.”

         
         “No, mine! She must play for me!”

         
         “I want her tonight! She was yours last time! She did that concerto.”

         
         “You forget. I brought her down!”
         

         
         Kit felt a keyboard beneath her fingers. “But I don’t know how to play!”

         
         And even as she cried the words she was playing, and it was the old, old dream, with her hands leaping upon the ivory keys
            and the great thunderous chords rolling forth.
         

         
         I am dreaming, Kit told herself for one final time. I am and I have to wake up! I will wake myself up!

         
         “No,” cried the voice of the man in her dream. “You can’t! Don’t!”
         

         
         “I will!” She turned upon him with every bit of strength that she possessed, with all the temper and stubbornness that were
            the mark of Kathryn Gordy. “I will!”
         

         
         The music was gone.

         
         She was seated on a bench in front of a piano, and she was cold—achingly cold. Blinking, she glanced about her and realized
            that she was in the music room at Blackwood and that she was not alone.
         

         
         Across from her, seated next to the sound equipment, was Jules. The machine was blinking, and she realized incredulously that
            he was recording.
         

         
         “Jules?” She spoke his name sharply. With a startled movement he reached out and flicked a switch to halt the machine.

         
         “Jules,” Kit said shakily, “what am I doing here?”

         
         “You—you walked in your sleep,” Jules said haltingly.

         
         “And you were here to record me? You were recording me, weren’t you? It’s my playing that you have on that CD?”
         

         
         Wordlessly, Jules nodded. His face was pale, and he looked as though he did not know how to combat the question.

         
         “You’ve done this before, haven’t you?” Kit asked. “Other nights . . . I’ve come down here and played for you. That’s what
            that music was I heard you playing. It was a recording of me.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Jules said. “Look, Kit, I know this must seem extremely strange to you, but believe me, it’s nothing to be upset about.
            Nothing bad has happened. You’ve always gotten back to your room safely. The only result is that we have the tapes.”
         

         
         “We? Who is ‘we’?”

         
         “We—all of us. The school.”

         
         “Your mother? Professor Farley?”

         
         “Don’t look that way, Kit. Nobody’s done anything to hurt you. Nothing but good has been happening here. We’re giving beautiful
            music to the world.”
         

         
         “It’s not my music,” Kit said. “I’m no composer. Where is it coming from? Whose is it?” She watched his face close in, and
            she could see him struggling to think of an answer. “Don’t make something up. I want to know the truth. You owe me that, Jules.
            Tell me, whose music have I been playing?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” Jules stammered. “This time I—I just can’t tell.”

         
         “And other times?”

         
         “I think, I’m almost sure, that for a while at least, it was Franz Schubert.”

         
         “Schubert!” Kit exclaimed. “But he died over a century ago!”

         
         “He died in 1828,” Jules said. “He was thirty-one years old. He left so much undone, Kit, so many marvelous pieces of music
            unwritten. His death was a tragic waste of talent.”
         

         
         “And I’ve been playing his music? Me? I can’t even get through ‘Dancing Leaves’ without mistakes.” Kit’s voice was shaking.
            “And there’s Sandy and the poetry, Lynda—” The parts of the puzzle began to move into place, and the thing that was forming
            in her mind was too incredible to believe.
         

         
         “Get them,” she said quietly. “All of them. Sandy and Lynda and Ruth, the professor, your mother. I want everybody down here
            right now. I want to know exactly what has been happening here at Blackwood, the whole story!”
         

         
         “Now, Kit, look,” Jules said desperately. “You’re upset, and I don’t blame you. But this isn’t the time to talk about anything.
            It’s two o’clock in the morning. Everybody’s sound asleep. You don’t want to bring them all down here now.”
         

         
         Straightening on the bench, Kit glared at him as anger swept in to take the place of fear. “If you don’t get them, Jules,
            I will. I’ll start yelling and I’ll wake up the whole house. I want to know the answer to the mystery of Blackwood, and I
            don’t intend to wait until morning to get it.”
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         “It is two o’clock in the morning, scarcely an hour to hold a conference.” Madame Duret’s voice was crisp and cold. “I must say, Jules, that you are not showing the
            best of judgment.”
         

         
         “I couldn’t help it,” Jules said. “Kit woke up while she was at the piano. Of course she started asking questions.”

         
         “But to bring down everyone!” Madame was wearing a crimson dressing gown. Her long, black hair, loosed from its usual coil,
            hung down her back in a great cascade, and her face, void of makeup, had an almost skeletal look in the lamplight.
         

         
         “I made him,” Kit said. “Whatever it is that’s happening here involves all of us. I don’t care what time of night it is.”

         
         She spoke with a firmness that surprised her, and she could see a flicker of grudging respect in Madame’s eyes.

         
         “And you?” Madame’s gesture took in the other three girls, who, in robes and slippers, were now gathered in the parlor. Professor
            Farley, wearing an overcoat over his pajamas, was seated in an armchair by the window. “You wish this—this confrontation?”
         

         
         Ruth nodded quickly. Her face was flushed with excitement. Sandy hesitated, her eyes wide and frightened. Then she nodded
            also.
         

         
         Lynda glanced blankly at Ruth.

         
         “What is it she’s talking about?” she asked. “Why are we all down here?”

         
         Ruth turned back to Madame Duret. “Lynda has to hear it too. She may not understand, but you’ll have to tell her. It’s only
            right.”
         

         
         “Very well,” Madame said. “I had planned, of course, to disclose everything in good time, just as I did with the girls at
            my former schools. I had hoped it could wait a bit longer, however. We are still so close to the beginning. There is so much
            distance still to be covered before your relationships are secure.”
         

         
         “What relationships?” Kit asked.

         
         Madame did not answer immediately. Instead, she turned to gaze past them, out the window into the darkness that lay beyond
            the pane.
         

         
         When she did begin to speak at last, it was slowly, as though she were searching for the perfect words.

         
         “Most people in this world are like children. Their lives run on one level only, the physical level of the here and now. From
            day to day they go, seeing the material things that surround them, believing that there is nothing beyond that.
         

         
         “But they are not correct. There is a second level of reality, a spiritual level that is as real as the physical. It transcends
            the first level and exists beyond it. A few special people are blessed with an extraordinary sensitivity to that spirit world
            and can bridge with their minds the space between those two realities.” A note of pride crept into her voice. “I am one of
            those people.”
         

         
         Kit stared at her. “Do you mean to say that you’re a medium?”
         

         
         “I find that word offensive,” Madame said stiffly. “It carries with it a flavor of fakery and parlor tricks. I do not lend
            myself to such demonstrations. I believe my gift is too valuable to be abused in such ways. It must be used only for the good
            of humanity.”
         

         
         “Which is how?” Kit asked.

         
         Madame continued as though she had not heard the question.

         
         “Today the average lifetime is over seventy years, long enough for a great number of accomplishments. But this development
            has occurred within the present century. Before that, people tended to die much younger than they do today, and among those
            early deaths were those of many brilliant and talented people who had much to give the world. It is those people to whom I
            reach out. It is to them I offer the opportunity to return.”
         

         
         “To return!” It was Sandy who spoke now, her voice expressionless with shock. “But people can’t come back once they’re dead!”

         
         “Not in physical form,” Madame said. “But in spiritual form they can, if there is a place for them. By this, I mean that there
            must be a receiver, a young, clear mind, still uncluttered by worldly problems, impressionable and sensitively tuned. Such
            minds are unusual, but they do exist. They can be found.”
         

         
         “And you found them in us.” Ruth made the statement in a matter-of-fact manner. She did not look or sound surprised. “Through
            those entrance tests, you were able to tell.”
         

         
         Madame nodded. “My tests took years to develop, and they are dependable. Here at Blackwood, I was fortunate in finding a place
            of perfect atmosphere. There have been spirit occupants here before. Mr. Brewer was in his own way a medium of a sort. He
            was able to recall and surround himself with the spirits of his deceased family. Their vibrations remain here still, a part
            of the house. The trip to Blackwood from the plane beyond is a short one, made along a well-traveled path.”
         

         
         The parts of the puzzle were in place now, but Kit could not believe them.

         
         I’m going to be sick, she thought, right here on the parlor floor.
         

         
         But she wasn’t. Instead she simply sat there, staring at the tall, red-gowned woman in growing horror. Could they be true,
            the things that Madame was saying, could they possibly be true?
         

         
         “I told you,” Ruth said, “that you wouldn’t be able to accept it.”

         
         Kit turned to her in amazement. “You already knew?”

         
         “I guessed,” Ruth said. “Remember earlier, when we were walking by the pond and I told you I wanted to check something out?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Well, I did,” Ruth said. “Tonight after dinner I went into the library and looked up a few people. One of them was a woman
            named Emily Brontë, who wrote under the name of Ellis Bell.”
         

         
         “Who?” Sandy asked.

         
         “Emily Brontë . . . she wrote Wuthering Heights. She lived in England during the nineteenth century. It was a time when woman writers weren’t taken seriously, so she and
            her two sisters decided to write under male pen names.”
         

         
         “Ellis, my Ellis, is Emily Brontë?!” Sandy shook her head. “That’s impossible. Emily Brontë has been dead for years.”
         

         
         “She died in 1848,” Ruth said. “Of tuberculosis.”

         
         “I don’t believe it!” Sandy’s voice rose hysterically. “Ellis is just as alive as I am. She writes poetry—”

         
         “She dictates poetry,” Ruth corrected, “and you write it down for her. You’ve admitted yourself that those poems don’t come
            out of your own head. She’s using you, Sandy, to get onto paper the words she didn’t have time to write while she was alive.”
            She turned to Madame. “Isn’t that right?”
         

         
         Madame nodded. “Control yourself, Sandra. There is nothing to become so upset about.”

         
         “Nothing to become upset about!” Sandy cried. “With dead people walking through my mind!”

         
         “You haven’t been hurt, my child.” From his chair in the corner, Professor Farley spoke for the first time. “You have simply
            been part of a unique experiment. You should feel privileged, not exploited.”
         

         
         “That’s what I’ve been trying to explain to Kit,” Jules said.

         
         “Privileged!” Kit exploded. “By having my mind used as a receiving unit?” She turned accusingly to Professor Farley. “And
            you—you’re in on this too?”
         

         
         “Of course,” the professor said. His kindly old face held no trace of guilt. “I became acquainted with Madame Duret in London
            while doing research for a paper on psychic phenomena. When I learned about her school in Paris, I was fascinated. I encouraged
            her to open another, similar institution in England, and later I accompanied her to America to assist with the establishment
            of Blackwood.”
         

         
         “I think,” Kit said, “that it’s the most terrible thing I’ve ever heard of.”

         
         “What’s so terrible about it?” Jules asked her. “You ought to be proud.”

         
          “Proud of what? That I’m being used, like a tool of some kind?” Kit exclaimed incredulously. The voices from the dream came
            back to her, and she shuddered uncontrollably.
         

         
         “ ‘She must play for me!’ ‘I want her tonight!’ ‘I haven’t used her yet!’ It’s the way you talk about an object, not a person!”

         
         Lynda was looking dazedly from one speaker to another.

         
         “What is all this?” she asked in bewilderment. “Who’s an object?”
         

         
         “You are!” Kit cried. “We all are! Don’t you understand at all, Lynda? It’s not you who is creating those beautiful pictures
            we’re so impressed by! It’s a famous landscape painter who died over a century ago. No wonder they’re so good!”
         

         
         “That’s not true,” Lynda said. “I painted all day today. Look—I can prove it.” She held out a slim, delicate hand smudged
            with green paint. “That’s from doing the grass. There’s a lot of grass in my new picture.”
         

         
         “And who wants it there, that grass? Who planned the picture? Who guides the brush?”

         
         “I don’t know what you mean.”

         
         “That night in your room,” Kit said in exasperation, “when I brought up your tray, you said, ‘There is so much to be done.
            He wants so much.’ Who were you talking about, Lynda? Who is this ‘he’?”
         

         
         “I never said anything like that,” Lynda said with a catch in her voice. “I think you are all mean. First Ruth says I’m tracing,
            and now you say that somebody else is doing the work for me. You’re jealous! Here’s the first thing I’ve ever really been
            good at in my whole life, and you can’t bear to see me get the credit for it.”
         

         
         “Let her be, Kit,” Ruth said. “She can’t take it in. Can you blame her? It’s an incredible concept. It will take some getting
            used to for all of us.”
         

         
         “Well, you can get used to it if you want to. Personally, I don’t intend to!” Kit turned to Madame Duret. “I’m going home!”

         
         “You cannot do that. Your parents are away.”

         
         “I’ll stay with friends! I’ll call Tracy tonight. Her parents will be here by morning.”

         
         “And they can drop me at the bus stop in the village.” Sandy moved to stand beside Kit. “I’m not going to stay in this place
            a minute longer than I have to. And you’d just better wait until my grandpa hears about this. He’ll blow a fuse!”
         

         
         “Girls, you are being ridiculous.” There was a cold edge to Madame’s voice. “You cannot back out at this point. The connections
            are still in the process of being stabilized.”
         

         
         “That’s great,” Kit said. “I’ll break them off before they do become stabilized. I’m getting out of here while my brain is
            still my own. If you think I’m going to sit here and let some wandering spirits take possession of it, you’re out of your
            mind!”
         

         
         “That is sufficient, Kathryn,” Madame said icily. “I ask you to remember, please, that you are a young lady, and you will
            mind your manners accordingly. I do not enjoy listening to yelling, particularly in the middle of the night. It is you who
            demanded this explanation, and you have now had it, and as far as I am concerned, the discussion is over. You will all please
            return to your beds. You need your rest in order to be alert for your morning classes.”
         

         
         “I’m not going to be here for classes,” Kit told her angrily. “By tomorrow I’ll be with the Rosenblums on the way back to
            the city!”
         

         
         And then she stopped as the realization came to her that she was without her cell phone and there was only one telephone at
            Blackwood. It was located in Madame Duret’s private office.
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         The next few days moved past in a blur. Nightmare days was the way Kit thought of them. The last of October became the beginning of November, and the final leaves drifted from
            the branches of the trees around the pond, leaving them stark and bare against the heavy gray of the overcast sky.
         

         
         Outside the air was damp and chill with the promise of winter, and within the walls of Blackwood a different sort of chill
            prevailed. Even in the daytime, the house seemed filled with shadows, and in the evenings the girls gathered in the parlor
            to share the bright reality of the glowing TV screen, with a sense of relief at finding the banal programs still the same.
         

         
         “It’s as though this is the real world,” Sandy said thinly, gesturing toward the screen on which a rubber-faced comedian, tossing her hair flamboyantly,
            was imitating a famous pop star, “and we are the make-believe. Sometimes I wonder if I’m real at all.”
         

         
         “You’re real, all right,” Kit told her. “We all are. But for how long? We’ve got to get out of this place as soon as possible.”

         
         “How?” Sandy asked hopelessly. “We can’t get to the phone. Madame keeps the office locked at all times. The gate at the end
            of the drive is padlocked, and there’s no way of getting over the fence. I know because I went down to check. Those spikes
            on top aren’t decorations. They’re for real.”
         

         
         “I think you’re making too much of this,” Ruth interjected. She reached over to turn down the volume of the TV so they could
            talk more easily. “We’ll be going home at Christmastime. That’s not very far off. In the meantime, how many people our age
            ever get to be intricate parts of such an original experiment?”
         

         
         “Honestly, Ruth,” Sandy said in amazement, “I actually think you’re enjoying this. You don’t seem to be upset by it at all.”

         
         “I was in the beginning,” Ruth said, “before I understood what was happening, but now . . . well, I guess I’m more excited
            than anything. Imagine having an opportunity to be in on something so significant! It’s a breakthrough in science. And the
            insight it’s giving me is incredible. I have a grasp of mathematical concepts that I never would have believed were possible
            before.”
         

         
         “But it’s not you who’s grasping them,” Kit objected. “It’s somebody else, working through your mind!”

         
         “Not entirely,” Ruth said. “That’s the difference between our situations. You feel that you’re being used as a vehicle. You
            don’t have any understanding of the music that’s coming through you. You simply let it flow through you, mechanically, the
            way Sandy does her poetry. But in my case, I am able, just barely, to begin to get the meaning of the knowledge that’s coming through me. Math and science are my thing,
            they always have been. I feel now as though I’ve been sitting all my life inside a box, and suddenly someone is lifting the
            lid and I can look up and see the stars.”
         

         
         “Then there’s no actual personality coming into your consciousness?” Kit asked her. “Not the way there is with Sandy and me?”

         
         “Not that I’m aware of,” Ruth told her. “I think perhaps what I’m receiving is a pool of knowledge from a lot of different
            minds. There may be a hundred different mathematicians and scientists pouring all of their accumulated thoughts and theories
            into my head, and if I can receive and handle all that and eventually grow to understand it, there will come a time when it’ll
            be my knowledge too.”
         

         
         “The way Lynda’s painting is hers?” Sandy asked bitterly. “She’s living in a world that doesn’t even touch ours anymore.”

         
         “Well, Lynda’s different,” Ruth admitted. “She’s kind of gone nuts.”

         
         “She’s possessed,” Sandy said.

         
         “We have to escape.” Kit made her voice firm. “There has to be a way—”

         
         She broke off the sentence at the sound of voices in the hall. Professor Farley appeared in the doorway. His crinkled old
            face was as friendly as ever, and his white hair and little pointed beard gave him the look of an underweight Santa.
         

         
         “Nine thirty,” he said pleasantly. “It’s time for you young ladies to be climbing the stairs to get your beauty sleep.”

         
         Glaring at him, Kit got to her feet.

         
         “I don’t need beauty sleep. All I need is to get out of here and go home. My stepfather is an attorney, did you know that?
            You just wait until he finds out I’ve been held here against my will. He’ll put you in jail.”
         

         
         “Now, Kit,” the professor said, “we don’t need that kind of talk. Your parents have placed you in our charge for the semester,
            and it would be very lax of us indeed if we let you go charging off in all directions. You are our responsibility, both legally
            and morally.”
         

         
         “Morally?” Kit growled. “You don’t know the meaning of the word. What about all the letters we’ve written to our friends and
            families, the ones we’ve laid out on the hall table for you to mail for us in the village? You stole them! Do you call that
            ‘moral’? It’s not only wrong, it’s illegal.”
         

         
         “Nobody has stolen anything,” Professor Farley told her calmly. “Your letters are in a neat pile in Madame’s office, and you
            may have them back anytime you so desire. And some of them did go out—the early ones in which there were no disturbing references
            to ‘strange dreams’ and ‘odd things happening.’ I’m sure your parents were delighted to receive them.”
         

         
         “One thing I’ve been wondering,” Ruth said. “What happened to the other schools, the ones in Europe? Madame had two of them
            there. Why did they close down?”
         

         
         “For various reasons,” the professor told her, “none of which have anything to do with Blackwood.”

         
         “What about the girls in those schools?” Sandy asked. “What kinds of talents did they have? Did they compose music and write
            poetry?”
         

         
         “Indeed, they did,” Professor Farley said. “Many beautiful contributions to the culture of the world came forth from Madame
            Duret’s previous students. I think I may go so far as to say that some of their creations were masterpieces.”
         

         
         “Then where are they?” Kit asked him. “What was done with them? Why haven’t we ever heard about them?” She paused as a thought
            occurred to her. “The Vermeer—the one Madame said she discovered at an auction! She didn’t buy that painting at all! It was
            painted by a student at one of her other schools! Madame got a fortune for it! She sold it as an original!”
         

         
         “It was an original,” Professor Farley said. “It was the work of Vermeer, no matter whose hand it was that held the brush.”

         
         “But couldn’t experts tell the age of the painting?” Ruth asked in bewilderment. “The paint would be different and so would
            the canvas.”
         

         
         “You are forgetting,” Professor Farley said, “that Madame is herself an expert on art. She supplied her students with used
            canvases of the proper vintage, scraped down to the original gesso. She was also able to supply paints made from lapis lazuli
            and cochineal. The final look of aging is not difficult to achieve. We baked the paintings in a hundred-degree oven for two
            hours and then rolled them to bring up the craquelure. No one can tell the painting is anything but authentic.”
         

         
         They had thought of everything.

         
         
            
              

         

         
         I won’t go to sleep, Kit told herself. I may sit here all night, but I will not close my eyes. It was a futile vow, and she knew it. Sleep waited behind her door like an all-encompassing fog. The moment she stepped
            into her room a heavy drowsiness would fall upon her, almost as though she had been administered a sleep-inducing drug, and
            her eyes would be falling closed before she reached the bed.
         

         
         Tonight she fought it by crossing to the window. Pressing her forehead against the cold glass, she stared out into the night.
            At first she could see nothing but darkness.
         

         
         Then, as her eyes became adjusted, she saw the black shapes of the trees begin to emerge against the sky and realized that
            somewhere, too high to be seen from the house, the moon must be hanging bright in the sky. This is the wing, she thought, where the Brewers slept. Perhaps the Brewer babies were born here. This is where they had their nursery and where the parents
               had their big master bedroom.
         

         
         Suddenly, there sprang into her mind a vivid picture of a woman, perhaps a little younger than her own mother, standing at
            this window just as Kit herself was doing now.
         

         
         The woman was plump and dreamy-eyed, and she loved her home; she loved to stand here and gaze out at the summer garden and
            the stretch of smooth, green lawn leading to the sparkling pond.
         

         
         The world seemed to shift, the night lifted from Kit’s eyes, and she could see before her the same scene that the woman saw:
            a lush garden abloom with flowers and a sunlit lawn on which three little boys were playing. A baby carriage was parked in
            the shade of an oak tree, and a uniformed nurse wearing a sun hat was leaning over it to speak to the tiny occupant.
         

         
         How lovely, Mrs. Brewer thought. How happy I am! What a beautiful, beautiful life this is! Kit felt the glow of the woman’s happiness sweep through her as though it were her own. Then, as quickly as it had come,
            the vision was gone. She was herself again, Kit Gordy, and it was November, and outside the night lay thick across the brown
            lawn.
         

         
         Turning away, Kit went over and sat on the edge of the bed. Madame’s words came back to her: Their vibrations remain here still, a part of the house. Somehow, in his desperate grief over the loss of his family, Mr. Brewer had managed to call them back to him, the gentle,
            sweet-faced wife, the romping children. He had closed his doors to the outside world and continued to live with his spirit
            family just as he would have if they had been with him in body.
         

         
         It was too much to contemplate.

         
         Sleep was pressing upon her now. Kit could feel the weight of it upon her eyelids. I won’t give in, she told herself vehemently. I won’t!

         
         Softly, at the edge of her mind, she heard the music, faint and far away, but ready to move closer, to close in upon her and
            take her over if her consciousness faded even slightly.
         

         
         Go away, Kit cried silently, whoever you are—go away! You’ve had your time on earth! This is my time! Mine!

         
         The bed was soft, tempting, drawing her backward. Her head touched the pillow and sank helplessly into its feathery depths.
            Above her the wine-colored canopy seemed to sway, dizzily, hypnotically, and in her ears the music grew louder. It was not
            just the sound of a piano this time, but strings, the high, sweet voices of violins, the richness of violas, the melodious
            ripples of a harp. And then there came a flute, shrill and true as the song of a bird.
         

         
         “No,” she wailed. “No!”

         
         But her resistance was gone, and it had closed upon her, and she was a part of it, being carried along on the sweeping tide
            of sound.
         

         
         “You must write it down,” the dream man told her. How easily he came to her now, as though he belonged there, at home within
            the confines of her mind. “You must put this on paper. It is too great to lose.”
         

         
         “I can’t,” Kit replied. “I don’t know how to write music.”

         
         “I will tell you. Get up from the bed. Here, take my hand, let me lead you over to the desk. Pick up a pencil.”

         
         “I don’t have any music paper. You should know that.”

         
         “You do. See!”

         
         And she did. It was there, a music notebook with the staffs outlined in pale blue, awaiting her use. Someone had brought it
            and placed it in her room while she was down in the parlor. Madame? Jules? The same person who had come into her locked room
            on another occasion to remove Lynda’s first portrait? Once the question would have seemed important, but now it did not matter.
         

         
         One or another of them, it was all the same.

         
         “I don’t want to,” Kit said. “I don’t want to write down anything. You can’t force me to do something that I don’t want to
            do.”
         

         
         But even as she spoke, her hand was reaching for the pencil. Her fingers closed around it and she lifted it and drew the paper
            toward her.
         

         
         “Kit!” Through the pounding of the music there broke a familiar voice, calling her name.

         
         “What? Who?” With a decisive wrench, Kit tore through the barrier between the two worlds.

         
         It was Sandy who was standing in the doorway. She was dressed in pajamas, her hair was mussed from the pillow, and her freckles
            stood out in startling relief against her white skin.
         

         
         “It’s so cold in here,” Sandy said, wrapping her arms around herself. “Is your window open? How can you sit there like that
            when it’s like the inside of an ice—”
         

         
         She did not finish her sentence. The pencil in Kit’s hand flew from her grasp and broke with a loud snap in midair. As though
            fired from a gun, the pointed end shot straight across the room. Sandy screamed and threw her hands up to cover her face.
         

         
         In horror, Kit watched the stream of blood burst forth from her friend’s forearm.

         
         “Sandy!” she cried. “You’re hurt!”

         
         Slowly, the red-haired girl lowered her hands and stood, gazing in bewilderment at the thin shaft of wood protruding from
            her arm. Dazedly, she reached over with her other hand and drew it out.
         

         
         “Here, sit down.” Kit hurried over to her and, with an arm around her waist, drew her over to the desk chair. “I’ll get a
            washcloth. We’ve got to stop that bleeding.”
         

         
         She went quickly into the bathroom and grabbed the cloth from the edge of the sink and ran cold water over it. Then she wrung
            it out and carried it back to the bedroom.
         

         
         “Press this over the spot. No, I will, wait, I can use both hands.”

         
         Sandy stared at her in disbelief. “Why did you do it?”

         
         “Me? You think I did this?” Kit exclaimed, holding the cloth tightly against the injury.

         
         “Well, didn’t you? Somebody broke that pencil and threw it at me. If you didn’t, who did? There’s nobody else—” Her voice
            broke and understanding came into her eyes. “I’m sorry, Kit. Of course, you didn’t. He was here, wasn’t he? The one with the music?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Kit said. Her hand was shaking as she pressed it upon the washcloth. She felt sick.

         
         “Why?” Sandy whispered. “What does he have against me?”

         
         “It wasn’t you,” Kit said. “It would have been the same with anybody who had come in just then, who had broken his control.
            He had me, Sandy. I was going to write down his music for him. When you called out my name your voice came through to me,
            and I got away.”
         

         
         “Who was it?” Sandy spoke with a choking sob in her voice. “Schubert?”

         
         “I don’t think so. It’s been a long time since it was Schubert. That is, if I can judge by the music. In the beginning it
            was lovely, but now it’s different, wilder, more discordant. It doesn’t feel like Schubert.”
         

         
         “It’s the same with me,” Sandy said. “That’s why I came here tonight. I had to tell you. Ellis is gone.”

         
          “Gone?” Kit felt a sudden surge of hope. “You’re free?”

         
         “No. Oh, no. It’s just that Ellis has been replaced. This new one—I don’t see him, like I did with Ellis, but he’s there.
            I feel him come into my mind, and it’s like smoke, thick and gray and dirty.”
         

         
         “Did he tell you who he was?”

         
         “He doesn’t tell me anything. He doesn’t talk to me, he talks through me. He speaks some foreign language. I can’t understand him.”
         

         
         “We should have guessed it,” Kit said. “That there would be others. Ruth told us it was that way with her right from the beginning,
            with a whole host of people pouring their thoughts into her. I felt it, too, the night I woke up in the music room. It wasn’t
            just one voice then but a lot of them, all bidding for me as though I were some sort of community possession.”
         

         
         “But why? I mean, why now, when at the start it was just one?”

         
         “Maybe the road’s wide open now, and they can all get through.”

         
         “Then we can expect it to get worse? More and more of them, crowding into our minds, shoving our own thoughts out, until there’s
            nothing of ourselves left?”
         

         
         Sandy was crying now, soft, hopeless crying which had nothing to do with her injured arm. Kit lifted the cloth. The blood
            was stilled. Raising her head, she met the misery in her friend’s face with that on her own.
         

         
         “We’ve got to fight it,” she said. “We can’t give up. We can’t let them take us over.”

         
         “But how can we help it? They’re stronger than we are, especially when there are so many of them. They don’t have to stop
            to sleep the way we do, they can keep at us constantly.”
         

         
         “Then we’ll have to get out. We’ll plan an escape. After all, there are four of us. That’s four against four, if you count
            Lucretia, who’s so devoted to Madame she’ll do anything for her. It’s even sides.”
         

         
         “You’re counting Lynda as one of us. What good will she be? And Ruth—she’s more on their side than ours. She likes what’s
            happening.” Sandy shook her head. “You’re dreaming, Kit. There’s no way. We’ll never break out of here. Our only hope is Christmas.
            If we hold out till then, we’ll go home for vacation. Our families expect us. There’s no way Madame can hold us here over
            the holidays.”
         

         
         “That’s true,” Kit said. “And Madame knows it, and that’s what scares me worst of all. Because it doesn’t seem to bother her.
            How can she accept the fact that we’ll leave here and tell the people who love us and never come back again?”
         

         
         The answer lay there between them in the stillness of the room, too horrifying to acknowledge.

         
         “Don’t say it,” Sandy said, but Kit spoke the words anyway.

         
         “By Christmas,” she said softly, “it won’t matter any longer. We won’t have to be at Blackwood for them to get through to
            us. They’re digging in deeper every day. By Christmas, they’ll be part of us, the spirit people. They’ll have such control
            that no matter where we go, no matter what we do for the rest of our lives, we’ll belong to them.”
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            Dear Tracy,

            
            It’s strange to be writing a letter which I know will never reach you, and even writing it by hand because setting words directly
               on paper somehow makes me feel closer to you than using a computer. Having you to talk to is what is keeping me sane. The
               days go by. I don’t even bother to keep track of them anymore; they’re all the same. We don’t have classes now—those stopped
               soon after that night when I woke up in the music room and forced Madame to tell us the truth about Blackwood. After that,
               school became impossible.
            

            
            How could we keep going to classes, studying and doing regular everyday lessons, knowing that it was just a cover-up for something
               else? How could we sit at a desk and listen to Madame or Professor Farley lecturing about history and literature and languages,
               as though they were regular teachers, when we know now what they really are?
            

            
            And Jules! How could I possibly sit at that piano and play rinky-dink beginners’ pieces for Jules, who has heard me playing
               music that no one has ever heard before, my fingers moving in patterns that some musical genius has arranged for me? Out of
               everything, what I find hardest to accept is Jules, the fact that he is part of this. Imagine him sitting there in the music
               room, night after night, making recordings, while I sat on the piano bench in some kind of stupor, being ruled by a ghost!
               And I thought he liked me. I really did, Tracy . . . the way he looked at me, and the tone of his voice, and there was something
               in his eyes that night when I saw the figure in the mirror and started to scream. He came running up the stairs ahead of the
               others, and he put his arms around me and held me, and he cared. I could have sworn it. How stupid I was to think that, when
               all I am to him is part of a weird and awful experiment.
            

            
            Now that the classes are gone, so too is the pretending. Madame Duret and Professor Farley and Jules don’t sit with us in
               the dining room anymore. We eat alone—Sandy and Ruth and I—when we eat at all. Most of the time we’re not hungry, and when
               we are it’s easier to go out to the kitchen and make a sandwich than to try to choke down the meals that Lucretia prepares.
               We spend as much time as we can outside, in the garden and by the pond, but the weather is so bad that the wind and chill
               soon drive us in again.
            

            
            Lynda is lost to us completely. We never see her at all. I know she’s painting, because once in a while Professor Farley goes
               into her room and brings out the canvases and carries them down to Madame’s office. What they do with them after that, I don’t
               know. I wonder if they’ll sell them like they sold the Vermeer? Is that how Madame managed to finance the purchase of Blackwood?
               With a brand-new manuscript by Hemingway, a poem by Kipling, some music that only Chopin could have composed? Is she even
               now trying to market the newly discovered pieces by Schubert that Jules has on his tapes?
            

            
            If only I could get into that office to the phone. I have punched in your number so many times in my imagination that it’s
               almost a part of me. I write it with my finger in the dust on the dresser top and I see that I’ve scribbled it several times
               in the margin of this letter.  I could call you in my sleep, I think, if I could reach the land line. But the office door
               is kept locked.
            

            
            And Lynda’s door too. They keep that locked so that we can’t go in and “distract” her. Madame has the key, and she gives it
               to Lucretia to use when she brings up the trays. Sandy and I stand outside the room sometimes and try to talk to her, but
               Lynda doesn’t answer. I feel like she might speak to Ruth. If anyone could get through to her, Ruth could—they have been friends
               for years—but Ruth won’t call in to her. She says that the work Lynda is producing is too important to be slowed down by silly
               conversations.
            

            
            Sandy and I stay away from Ruth as much as possible. Being with Ruth is almost as bad as being in the room with Madame Duret
               herself. Ruth isn’t one of us anymore. She has accepted this thing, and she is riding with it like someone on top of a wave.
               Her eyes are shining with excitement, and she carries a notebook with her at all times so that she can write down the things
               that “come” to her. I looked into the notebook once, and it is like a strange code with numbers and signs and odd diagrams.
               But I won’t accept it! Not as long as I’m alive, I won’t! I will fight it all the way! I am going to get out of here, Tracy,
               somehow, some way, I will get out of here!
            

            
            —Kit

         

         
         Kit folded the letter, placed it in the pocket of her jeans, and left the room. She did not bother to lock her door, knowing
            now how senseless the formality was. She did not look in the mirror at the end of the hall. She didn’t want to know whom she
            might see there.
         

         
         Descending the stairs, she went softly down the hall to Madame’s office and tried the knob. It would not turn. One time, she thought, it will. She cannot keep it locked always. There will come a day when she forgets, and when she does, I will be in there so
               quickly that no one can stop me. It’s just a matter of waiting and watching and trying.

         
         Beyond the office the door to the parlor stood open and there was a fire burning in the grate. Lucretia was in the room, dusting.
            Kit paused, but she did not enter. There was no use trying to talk with Lucretia. She didn’t know how much Lucretia understood
            of the situation at Blackwood, but it didn’t matter, since she would listen to no one but Madame Duret.
         

         
         Kit continued down the hall until she reached the music room. From behind the closed door, she could hear the sound of the
            piano. She listened a moment and then, without knocking, opened the door. Jules was seated on the piano bench, his back toward
            her, playing softly to himself. He stopped when the door opened and turned to see who had entered. This time he did not seem
            irritated by the intrusion.
         

         
         He said, “Hi.”

         
         “Hi.” Kit stood staring at him, wondering how she could ever have found him attractive. He looked like his mother, and she
            hated them both.
         

         
         “What are you playing?” she asked him bitterly. “Something from Schubert?”

         
         “Kit, please.” He made a helpless gesture. “I don’t want us to be enemies. I like you a lot. I have right from the beginning.
            I wish you’d try to understand my position.”
         

         
         “What, exactly, is your position?” Kit asked coldly.

         
         “Well, it’s not that of an accomplice in a crime. You’re trying to make me feel guilty, and that’s not fair. My mother has
            a gift, a marvelous one. She’s given you a chance to help enrich the world. Why do you find that so upsetting?”
         

         
         “Why do I find it upsetting?!” Kit regarded him incredulously. “How would you feel if it were you, being used as a kind of
            vehicle for dead people? And since the subject’s come up, why is it that you’re not taking an active part in this experience?
            Isn’t your mind ‘young and clear and uncluttered’ enough for your mother to want to use it?”
         

         
         “Evidently not,” Jules said stiffly, “or I’m sure she’d have made me a receiver also. Everybody isn’t tuned for this sort
            of thing. You’re one of the lucky ones.”
         

         
         “Stop saying that,” Kit told him. “There’s nothing lucky about it. Jules, I want to ask you something. The two other schools—the
            ones your mother had in England and in France—what happened to those? What happened to the girls who went there? Why did your
            mother close those schools and come to the United States?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” Jules said. “I’ve never asked her.”

         
         “How can you not know? You were there, weren’t you, when the decision was made?”

         
         “No, I wasn’t,” Jules said. “I was away at the conservatory. I’ve told you that. The only time I spent at my mother’s schools
            was during vacations, when they were closed. I didn’t take much interest in her work. I didn’t realize then the extent of
            what she was doing.”
         

         
         “You didn’t know she was a medium?”

         
         “I knew she had talents in that direction,” Jules admitted, “but I didn’t know she was using her students as subjects. And
            I had no idea she was doing something as exciting as bringing back the creative geniuses of the world. It wasn’t until she
            closed her school in France and made arrangements to come here that she told me about that. She thought that it would make
            me want to come with her.”
         

         
         “And is it the way you thought it would be?” Kit asked him. “Are you happy about this, Jules, honestly? Can you look at what’s
            happening to Lynda, to Sandy, to me, and think it’s right?”
         

         
         “Kit, you’ve got to adjust to this,” Jules said. “I agree, you aren’t in good shape. But it’s your own fault. You’re fighting
            this so hard that you’ve got yourselves physically and mentally exhausted. I don’t like to see you looking like this, all
            white and thin and worn-out, and I do worry about it. But the answer isn’t with me, it’s with you. If you’d just accept the
            situation and go along with it, I’m sure you’d be fine.”
         

         
         “You don’t see! You don’t understand!” Kit cried in frustration. The tears, which she had never used to shed, were welling
            in her eyes. “Jules, if you do like me, if you’re really my friend, then help me! Help us all! Get us out of here!”
         

         
         Jules shook his head. “I can’t. You know that. It would ruin everything.”

         
         “Then if you won’t do that, will you do something else for me? Will you find out what happened to the other girls, the ones
            who went to your mother’s European schools? There are files on them in her office. She told me so herself.”
         

         
         “What would you learn from that?” Jules asked. “They’re probably scattered all over the place by now.”

         
         “You could look and see, couldn’t you? What harm would that do?”
         

         
         Jules shook his head. “I can’t go digging through my mother’s private files. I’ll ask her, though, if you want me to, and
            let you know what she says. Or you can ask her yourself.”
         

         
         “A lot of good that will do!” Kit exploded.

         
         The tears were so near the surface now that she knew if she stayed a moment longer she would not be able to control them.
            Turning abruptly, she left the music room, slamming the door behind her, and went out again into the hall. A cold burst of
            air met her, fresh and damp from the outdoors, and she saw that the great front door was standing open. A familiar figure
            stood beside it, adjusting the collar of her coat.
         

         
         Kit gave a startled cry and stretched out her hands. “Natalie!”

         
         The figure turned, and Natalie Culler gave her a nod of acknowledgment. She completed buttoning the top of the coat and moved
            as though in preparation to step outside.
         

         
         “Natalie, wait! Don’t go!” Kit hurried over to her. “What are you doing here?”

         
         “Collecting my money,” Natalie said shortly. “When your lady fired me, she owed me two weeks’ back pay. I was so mad at the
            time, I just walked out without remembering it, but that money was mine. I earned every penny of it, and I came back today
            to get it.”
         

         
         “How did you get here?” Kit asked excitedly.

         
         “By car. How else? Think I’m going to walk up from the village?”

         
         “And you were able to get in the gate?”

         
         “I called ahead,” Natalie said. “She sent Mr. Jules down to open it. I guess she knew I wasn’t about to be put off.” She paused
            to stare at Kit, and the anger on her face faded slightly, to be replaced by concern. “If you don’t mind me saying so, you
            look awful, miss. You been sick?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Kit said. “We’re all sick. The whole place is sick! Natalie, take me with you!”

         
         “With me? You mean to the village?”

         
         “Anywhere! The village would be fine. Just someplace where I can get to a telephone and make a call. Please, Natalie!”

         
         “It’s cold out. You don’t have a coat on.”

         
         “It doesn’t matter! I won’t be cold!”

         
         “The missus would be furious,” Natalie said uncertainly. “She’d likely have me arrested for kidnapping. Why don’t you just
            write your folks and have them come for you, miss? That would be the best way to leave here, if that’s what you want to do.”
         

         
         “I can’t,” Kit told her desperately. “Our letters are all—”

         
         She broke off the sentence as she heard a door open into the hall behind her. There was a moment of silence. Kit did not have
            to turn. She could tell from Natalie’s expression whom it was that she would see.
         

         
         “Natalie!” Madame Duret’s voice was like ice. “Please leave here. I have given you your wages, and I did not invite you to
            stay and visit.”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am.” There was a flash of pure hatred across Natalie’s face. She turned defiantly to speak to Kit.

         
         “Good-bye, miss. You take care of yourself now. I hope you’re feeling better soon.”

         
         “Wait, please!” Kit struggled to find words, and then, in a final frantic effort, she pulled the letter from her jeans pocket
            and thrust it quickly into Natalie’s work-worn hand. “Here,” she whispered hurriedly, “take this and mail it.”
         

         
         Natalie glanced down at the wadded paper in bewilderment.

         
         “Mail it? To who?”

         
         “Tracy Rosenblum,” Kit said. “She lives at—”

         
          “Kathryn!” Madame spoke from directly behind her. “Come inside away from that open door. You will take a chill.”

         
         Natalie threw her one startled glance and stepped hurriedly out the door, pulling it closed behind her. She had the letter
            in her hand, but Kit could feel no thrill of triumph.
         

         
         There was no possible way that Natalie could mail it when there was no address on it.
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         That night the winds came. Far and thin at first, like quarrelsome children arguing in the distance, and then closer, shrieking and crying in high, shrill voices in
            the branches of the trees outside the fence, they made their way to the doors of Blackwood and tried to get in.
         

         
         All night long, they circled the house, trying the windows, howling around the corners, wailing in the eaves, until when morning
            came Kit was certain she had not slept at all.
         

         
         Then she realized that her right hand was cramped from writing and that the music book that lay on her desk was half-filled.

         
         “It’s the same with me,” Sandy told her later. “I try to fight it, but there’s only so long you can hold out. I don’t plan to sleep, and then suddenly
            it’s morning, and I have slept.”
         

         
         Apologetically, she offered Kit a sheet of paper.

         
         “Another poem?” Kit glanced at the paper and handed it back. “I can’t read that. It’s in French.”

         
         “I can’t read it either. It’s in my handwriting, though, so I know I wrote it down.”

         
         “Should we get Ruth to translate?”

         
         “I hate to ask her,” Sandy said. “She’ll enjoy doing it, and I don’t want her to enjoy it. That sounds terrible, doesn’t it?”

         
         “Yes,” Kit agreed. “Still, I know what you mean. She’s taking such pleasure in this that I want to smack her.” She paused
            and then said, “We don’t have much choice. It’s either ask Ruth or Madame or Jules, and Ruth’s better than the others. You
            do want to know what you wrote, don’t you?”
         

         
         “I guess so,” Sandy said, pocketing the paper. But she made no effort to go to find Ruth, and neither did Kit, who felt as
            drained and exhausted as if she had been outside all night running a marathon. They spent most of the day together in Sandy’s
            room, reading, talking a little, and playing a halfhearted game of cards. Late in the afternoon the rain began, lightly at
            first and then with increased strength, so that by evening the gentle patter on the roof had become a dull roar.
         

         
         At six thirty they went down to the dining room, not so much from hunger as from the realization that neither of them had
            eaten since the night before. It was Lucretia’s evening off, and the meal left out on the table consisted of some withered-looking
            cold cuts and a bowl of soggy potato salad. The candles flickered erratically, and beyond the long windows an occasional flash
            of lightning streaked the black sky.
         

         
         The food looked even less appetizing once they had put it on their plates.

         
         “I can’t take it,” Sandy said. “I’m sorry, I just can’t make it go down.”

         
         “We’ve got to eat something,” Kit told her. “We need all the strength we can get.” But after one or two forced mouthfuls,
            she too shoved her plate away. A great roll of thunder filled the room, and the chandelier began to sway, moving slowly back
            and forth like an ornate pendulum, while the hundreds of tiny crystals caught the light from the candles and threw it in a
            strange, iridescent pattern upon the far wall. Outside the wind screamed and tree branches scratched at the windows like clutching
            hands.
         

         
         “Let’s go to the parlor,” Kit said. “At least there’ll be a fire.”

         
         Ruth was there ahead of them, leafing through her ever-present notebook and eating a peanut butter sandwich.

         
         “I went out to the kitchen and made it myself,” she said, cramming the last wedge into her mouth and swallowing. “I couldn’t
            face that stuff on the table.”
         

         
         “That’s a good idea. Maybe we’ll do the same thing in a little while.” Kit crossed the room to stand before the fire. The
            heat felt good against her back, and the crackling of the logs was the first cheerful sound she had heard in a long time.
         

         
         “Why don’t you give her the poem,” she suggested to Sandy, “and see what she can make of it.”

         
         “Another offering from Ellis?” Ruth asked, closing her book.

         
         “No,” Sandy said. “It’s in French. Ellis’s poetry is all in English.” She dug the paper out of her pocket and held it out.

         
         Ruth took it and sat for a moment in silence, her eyes flicking from left to right as she scanned the lines. “Wow!” she said
            softly. “You don’t want me to read you this.”
         

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “You just don’t, that’s all. It’s—it’s not like that other stuff you wrote.”

         
         “I don’t care,” Sandy said. “I want to hear it. I want to know what it is I’ve been writing.”

         
         “Well, okay.” Ruth gave a slight grimace. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.” She began to read, slowly, in an expressionless
            voice. As one word followed another, Kit, standing mesmerized in front of the fireplace, could not believe what she was hearing.
            Sandy’s face grew paler and paler. Finally she made a gesture to cut off the translation.
         

         
         “No more. Don’t read any more.”

         
         “I told you,” Ruth said. “I knew you wouldn’t want to listen.”

         
         “It’s sickening,” Sandy said in a choking voice. “I’ve never used words like those in my life. It’s just foul, the whole thing.
            It makes me want to throw up.”
         

         
         “Well, don’t blame me for it,” Ruth said. “All I did was read it, the way you asked me to. Who’s the author, if you don’t
            mind my asking?”
         

         
         “I don’t want to think about it.” Sandy turned wretchedly to Kit. “Can you imagine the sort of creepy, demented freak that
            would spill out garbage like that?” She shuddered. “I feel dirty just for having held the pen. I wish now I’d never—”
         

         
         She broke off in mid-sentence as the room went white with a glare of brilliant light. Instantaneously there came a crash of
            thunder so tremendous that the ceiling seemed to lift with the impact and a picture on the wall by the window fell to the
            floor with a clatter. At the same moment, the electric lights flickered and went out.
         

         
         In the sudden silence that followed, Kit could hear her heart pounding in rhythm with the drumming of the rain.

         
         “That—” She tried to speak and found that her voice had to be dragged from her throat. “That was a close one.”

         
         Ruth nodded. Her glasses caught the firelight and threw back a reflection of leaping flames. “I bet it hit the chimney.”

         
         “And now the lights are out. That’s just great,” Sandy said shakily. “Can you imagine climbing those stairs and trying to
            find our rooms in the dark?”
         

         
         “I don’t want to imagine it,” Kit said. “I’m going to sleep right here. Let’s draw straws to see who gets the sofa.” She meant
            the words to be light, but they didn’t come out that way. There was the sound of voices in the hall beyond the parlor door.
            Madame’s, sharp and commanding. Professor Farley’s. Jules’ raised in a question. There came another roll of thunder, farther
            away this time, and the door opened.
         

         
         “Girls?” the professor said. “Are you all right in here?”

         
         “I guess so,” Ruth said. “Do you know what happened?”

         
         “We think it got that big tree outside the dining room window. Jules is going to look, and Madame has gone to the kitchen
            to hunt for candles. There should be a supply of them there for use on the table.”
         

         
         “At least we have a fireplace,” Sandy said. “We can pretend we’re at camp and toast marshmallows and tell ghost stories.”
            There was a moment’s silence, and then, as the full significance of what she had said came through to her, she began to laugh.
            It was a high, strange laugh, and once it started it would not be stopped; it poured forth, like carbonated liquid from a
            bottle that had been shaken and uncorked, gushing out, wild and uncontrolled.
         

         
         “Stop it,” Ruth told her.

         
         But Sandy could not stop. She sat down on the hearth and stared at them out of wide, frightened eyes, and continued to laugh
            while tears streamed down her cheeks in fire-colored rivulets and the wind shrieked around the corners of the house, straining
            to be heard over the beat of the rain.
         

         
         “Sandra? My dear girl.” The professor came slowly across the room in his cramped, old-man’s walk, grotesquely silhouetted
            against the glow of the firelight, and bent to gaze into Sandy’s face. “Please, my child. You will have to get control of
            yourself.”
         

         
         “She can’t,” Ruth said. “She’s hysterical.”

         
         “She certainly seems to be.” The professor raised his head. “One of you girls, go fetch Madame Duret. She’ll know how to handle
            this.”
         

         
         “In the dark?” Ruth objected. “The kitchen’s all the way at the back of the house.”

         
         “I’ll go,” Kit said.

         
         “In the pitch black? You’ll get lost in the hall.”

         
         “No, I won’t.” Silently, Kit cursed herself for the eagerness in her voice. How was it possible that they did not hear it
            and turn to her in suspicious amazement? But they were both bending over Sandy. There was no one to see her, no one to stop
            her.
         

         
         She stepped through the door, pushed it closed behind her and started down the hall full of darkness. She was not afraid.
            For the first time in weeks, it seemed, there was no fear in her.
         

         
         She was moving purposefully and directly toward the thing that she was going to do. But quickly, for there was little time.
            Any moment now Madame might emerge from one of the doors at the far end of the hall, her hands filled with candles. Kit walked
            close to the wall, guiding herself with one hand, trying to gauge the distance she had come in comparison with that which
            she still had to go. She came to the door of the music room; her hand felt the frame, crossed the emptiness of the gaping
            doorway, found the wall on the far side. She began to count her steps, one, two, three, four—how many feet would it be from
            the music room door to the door of Madame Duret’s office? She attempted to picture it in her mind, but the depth of the darkness
            around her blotted out all memory of the way the hall looked in the daylight.
         

         
         Ten, eleven, twelve . . . had she come too far? Had she somehow missed the doorframe? Or, worse still, might she have lost
            direction entirely and be working her way toward the entrance to the dining room?
         

         
         God, I hope not, Kit thought. If I end up there, I’ll never be able to get myself turned around and started back again.
         

         
         Thirteen, fourteen, and she was upon it. The paneling of the wall gave way beneath her hand to the smooth, hard wood of the
            door. With a breath of relief, Kit felt along it, inch by careful inch. On their first trip across, her fingers missed the
            knob. On the second, they found it. Offering a silent prayer, Kit closed her hand upon it and gave it a turn. It moved so
            easily that she almost fell forward as the door swung open into the room beyond.
         

         
         And she was in the office. She knew it by the feel of the carpeting beneath her feet, by the faint smell of paint from Lynda’s
            canvases, piled there for storage. Although she had been inside this room only once before, Kit could have described every
            inch of it, and she moved forward without hesitation in the direction of the desk. Her outstretched hand touched the back
            of the desk chair. She reached past this and felt the flat, smooth surface of the desktop beneath her palm. She groped over
            a pile of papers, a computer, and found her goal.
         

         
         The telephone.

         
         She would not be able to see the numbers in the dark, but that did not matter. If she punched enough buttons she’d eventually
            reach an operator.
         

         
         In one minute, she thought, just one more minute, I’ll hear Tracy’s voice. Or her mother’s or father’s. And she would say, “This is Kit—I’m trapped at Blackwood. Help! You’ve got to help me!” Her
            hand was shaking as she lifted the receiver and her other hand felt for the buttons. So great was her anticipation that she
            had already drawn in her breath to speak when she realized that there was no dial tone. Silent and dead, the receiver lay
            against her ear.
         

         
         For a long moment she stood there, unmoving, willing it to life. Then, slowly, she lowered it and let it fall from her hand
            onto the desk. The clatter was loud. It did not matter. Nothing mattered now.
         

         
         “It was our one chance,” Kit said softly. “Our one last chance.”

         
         Never would there be another night like this one, with so much confusion and excitement, with people rushing in different
            directions and the office door forgotten and unlocked. It was a onetime occurrence. By the time the phone line was repaired,
            the house would be back to normal and the office secure against invasion.
         

         
         If I were Sandy, Kit thought miserably, I’d have hysterics. I’d stand here and shriek and laugh and bang my head against the wall. Or I’d cry. I think I could cry
               from now to eternity and still have more tears.
         

         
         But being herself, she did neither. She simply stood there in the darkness, leaning upon the desk, waiting for the inevitable.
            Madame would return to the parlor with the candles, and as soon as Professor Farley realized that Kit was not with her, someone
            would be dispatched to find her. And whoever it was would not have to think long to know where to look. It was only a matter
            of minutes. The hall beyond the doorway grew lighter and she heard the footsteps approaching. Then suddenly a flashlight appeared,
            turned straight into her face.
         

         
         Jules’ voice said, “Kit! What are you doing in here?”

         
         The flashlight beam moved to the desktop and found the phone, receiver off the hook. She could hear Jules draw in his breath.

         
         “You made a call?”

         
         “Of course.” Kit tried to keep her voice steady. “I called the police. They’re on their way up from the village now. You’d
            better tell your mother to get those gates open, Jules.”
         

         
         “Then why haven’t you hung up?” Jules came into the room and reached across her to pick up the receiver from the desk. He
            held it to his ear for a moment, then replaced it on the hook.
         

         
         “Good try,” he said. His voice was oddly gentle. “The lines must be down. Come on, Kit. Let’s get back to the others.”

         
         “I don’t want to go back,” Kit said. “I won’t sit there in that room with your mother and the professor and make conversation
            and act as though they’re normal people.”
         

         
         “Kit, please, I wish you wouldn’t feel this way.” He tried to put his arm around her shoulders, but Kit twisted free and stepped
            quickly around the desk chair so that it stood between them.
         

         
         “Okay,” Jules said stiffly. “If that’s the way you want it, I’ll take you to your room. You have to let me do that, at least,
            or you’ll never find your way without a flashlight.”
         

         
         He moved so that the beam of light made a pathway across the carpet and bounced against the opposite wall.

         
         It flickered upward across a pile of canvases and stopped—focused upon one that stood propped against the side of the filing
            cabinet.
         

         
         It was a moment before either of them could speak.

         
         Then Jules said softly, “Oh my god!”
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         “Who did it? Who painted that . . . thing? It couldn’t have been Lynda.”
         

         
         “It was,” Kit whispered. “Who else?”

         
         She stared at the picture as though hypnotized, nauseated and heartsick, yet unable to tear her eyes away. The scene before
            her depicted a form of torture more horrible than anything she ever could have imagined. In the foreground, so real that it
            seemed to be bursting from the canvas, a woman’s white face shrieked out at them, contorted into an expression of unbearable
            agony.
         

         
         “But I thought—” Jules’ voice was hoarse with shock, “I thought she was painting landscapes! Rivers, fields, pretty things.”

         
         “Turn the light away.”

         
         Kit closed her eyes and when she opened them again the beam had dropped and the picture was coated with darkness.

         
         “Now do you see?” she asked quietly. “Do you begin to understand?”

         
         “It’s insane! Whoever created that is obscene—horrible!”

         
          “It wasn’t Thomas Cole.”

         
         “God, no!” He sounded bewildered. “Who? Do you have any idea? Has she told you?”

         
         “I haven’t even seen her in weeks,” Kit told him. “Your mother keeps her locked in her room upstairs. She won’t speak to us
            when we call in to her through the door. Didn’t you know?”
         

         
         “I knew she spent most of her time in her room painting, but I thought—” Jules’ voice broke. “Can you imagine, being in there
            alone, painting things like this? Holding a brush and watching them appear before you on canvas?”
         

         
         “I can imagine it,” Kit said, “and so can Sandy. Once the roads to the other world are opened, there’s no controlling who
            travels on them. Can you see now why your mother didn’t want to use you for a subject? You’re her son. No mother would do
            this to her own son.”
         

         
         “My mother doesn’t realize,” Jules said uncertainly. “I’m sure she doesn’t.”

         
         “She’s seen the pictures. They’re stored right here in her office.”

         
         “Perhaps this is a new one. Professor Farley might have brought it down today.”

         
         “There’s a pile of others. Do you want to look at them and see?”

         
         Kit could not see his face, but she knew what must be on it by the sound of his voice.

         
         “No.”

         
         “Jules,” she said softly, “the other day, I asked you about what happened to the girls who went to your mother’s European
            schools. You couldn’t tell me. The files are here, right in that metal cabinet. All we have to do is open it and look.”
         

         
         “I can’t,” Jules said.

         
          “You have to! You owe us that!” Kit reached out in the darkness and touched his arm. “Please, Jules, we have to know! Don’t
            you see, whatever happened to them is what’s happening to us! Doesn’t it matter to you? Don’t you care?”
         

         
         “Of course I care.” He shifted the light to rest upon the cabinet, and as it moved it flicked across the side of the picture,
            catching once again the woman’s tortured face. Every detail was so real that it seemed that the blood must surely have fallen
            to stain the carpet beneath it.
         

         
         Kit swallowed hard against a wave of sickness that rose in her throat, threatening to choke her.

         
         “Okay,” Jules said shortly. “Let’s look.”

         
         They moved together to the cabinet, Jules still holding the flashlight. There were two drawers, one above the other.

         
         Kit dropped to her knees, seized the handle of the top drawer, and pulled it out. It opened easily, disclosing a set of ledgers,
            bound in black leather. Behind these were several piles of canceled checks, held together by rubber bands, and a file of receipts.
         

         
         Kit regarded them wryly.

         
         “I wonder if there’s a record here of what she got for the sale of the Vermeer.”

         
         “We’ll look at the girls’ files,” Jules said. “I agreed to that, but not to confidential financial records. Shove that closed
            and pull out the lower drawer.”
         

         
         “Fine.” Begrudgingly, Kit pushed the drawer back into place and drew forth the one below it. This moved less freely and made
            a slight creaking sound, as though the grooves along the sides had begun to rust.
         

         
         “This is it!” Kit exclaimed, feeling her heart begin to beat faster. “It’s all names, arranged alphabetically. ‘Anderson,
            Cynthia,’ ‘Bonnette, Jeanne,’ ‘Darcy, Mary.’ There aren’t very many of them.”
         

         
         “She kept the student number small in the other schools,” Jules said, “just as she has here. Where do you want to start?”

         
         “With the first in line, I guess.” Kit reached for the folder labeled “Anderson.” “Shine the light on it, will you? Oh no!”
            She caught her breath in disappointment. “It’s in French!”
         

         
         “Are you surprised? It’s my mother’s native language. Mine, too, when it comes to that.” Jules took the file from her hand.
            “Here, let me read it.”
         

         
         “Out loud!” Kit said. A moment passed, and she said again, “Out loud, Jules! Translate it for me!”

         
         “Let me skim it first.” Slowly Jules moved the flashlight beam down the page, pausing here and there as though to reread certain
            passages. When he had finished he replaced the file and drew out the next one.
         

         
         “What did it say?” Kit demanded. “What happened to Cynthia Anderson?”

         
         “Stop pushing me, Kit,” Jules said gruffly. “I want to go through the rest of these. You can’t tell anything by one particular
            case.”
         

         
         “Well, hurry. Somebody might come looking for us any minute.” Kit bit down on her lip in frustration and lapsed into silence.
            Outside the storm continued to howl. In the office there was no sound except for the occasional rustle of paper as Jules completed
            one history and reached for the next.
         

         
         After what seemed like hours, he placed the final folder back into the drawer and pushed it shut.

         
         “Come on,” he said. “We’re going back to the parlor.”

         
         “Is that all you’re going to say?” Kit’s voice was squeaky with rage. “You go through twenty sets of records, and when you
            get finished you don’t tell me one single thing?”
         

         
         “I will tell you ‘one single thing,’ ” Jules said. “That thing is that I’m getting you out of here.”

         
         “You’re—what?” Kit stared across at him, trying to make out his face. “Did I hear you right? You’re getting us out?”
         

         
         “The sooner, the better,” Jules said. “Now, tonight, if it’s possible. If not tonight, then first thing in the morning.”

         
         “But what did they say? What was in those files? You have to tell me!”

         
         “I don’t have to tell you anything.” Jules got to his feet and reached down for her hand. “It doesn’t matter what those papers
            said. What matters is that you’re getting what you want. You’re going home, all four of you, if it means I have to drive you
            there myself.”
         

         
         There was such determination in his voice that Kit did not push the question further. She let him pull her to her feet and,
            shining the light ahead of them, lead her out of the office and back along the downstairs hall. The glow from the fireplace
            was a rosy strip under the parlor door. Jules pulled the door open and, still holding Kit’s hand, drew her with him into the
            room. Glancing quickly around, Kit saw that the scene had not changed measurably from the one she had left half an hour before.
            Sandy was still seated on the hearth, but she was quiet now, bent forward with her face buried in her hands, and Professor
            Farley stood above her, talking to her soothingly. Ruth had shoved a chair over by the fireplace and was trying to read in
            the flickering light.
         

         
         Madame Duret stood with her back to the doorway, placing a set of candleholders on the mantel. She turned as she heard the
            door open and said, “Jules? Where did you find her?”
         

         
         His voice was low. “She was in the office, just as you suspected, trying to make a phone call. The line must be down, though.
            The phone was dead.”
         

         
         “Thank goodness for that.” Madame turned her icy gaze upon Kit. “Did you really imagine you would accomplish something by
            that sort of maneuver? I should think by now, Kathryn, that you would have become adjusted to the fact that you are going
            to remain at Blackwood until you are sent home for the holidays. Nothing you do will change this, and life will become much
            simpler for you and for the rest of us if you will accept the situation for what it is.”
         

         
         “I don’t have to accept it!” Kit cried defiantly. “None of us do! Jules is getting us out of here!”

         
         “That’s ridiculous,” Madame said firmly. “Jules is doing nothing of the sort. That is something he told you to keep you from
            making a scene. Jules despises unpleasantness.”
         

         
         “It wasn’t!” Kit told her. “He means it! He promised!” She clutched tightly at the strong hand that held hers. “You did promise,
            Jules. Were you telling the truth?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Jules said.

         
         The word fell into the room like a stone into a pond. One single word, but in the silence that followed ripple after ripple
            rose and went sliding across to splash against the walls. Ruth lowered her book to stare at him in disbelief.
         

         
         Sandy lifted her face from her hands. Professor Farley turned, his mouth falling open.

         
         Madame Duret stood frozen, a candle in each hand.

         
         “What did you say?” she asked her son.

         
         “I said yes. I am taking them out of here. Tonight, if the storm lets up.” Jules spoke quietly. “I read the files, Mother.”
         

         
         “The files?”

         
         “From the cabinet in the office. The ones you kept on the girls from the European schools. I read the records on all of them,
            the things they did, the things that happened to them.”
         

         
         “Then how is it that you can speak of letting our Blackwood girls go now?” Madame was incredulous. “You saw their accomplishments.
            That little Jeanne Bonnette wrote three entire novels. We had them published under a nom de plume and the royalties made possible
            the purchase of Blackwood. And the black girl from Marseille, what was her name, Gigi? Over fifty oils, straight from the
            period of the French Impressionists.”
         

         
         “I saw Lynda Hannah’s latest oil,” Jules said.

         
         “Oh? Well, she is going through a stage. We cannot sell that.” Madame gave a sigh of regret. “I fear that Lynda’s productivity may be reaching its end. But as for the rest of them, they
            are only beginning! The good months still lie ahead! Who knows what may come forth from them!”
         

         
         “You think that’s important?” Jules asked.

         
         “And you do not? That I cannot believe. I heard you yesterday myself, playing Kathryn’s last tape.”
         

         
         “That was yesterday—before I knew.” He regarded his mother with amazement. “Do you really think I’d want to go on with it,
            having read those reports? How can you want to?” Jules was fighting to control his voice. “Mother, don’t you understand? I know what happened to those girls!”
         

         
         “What did the reports say?” Kit begged. “Please, Jules, she’s not going to give in. You have to tell us.”

         
         Jules hesitated, then made his decision.

         
         “Out of the twenty, four of them are dead.”

         
         “Dead!” Kit whispered.

         
         “Three committed suicide. One fell, trying to climb out of a third-story window at the school. That was classified as an accident.”

         
         “And the others?” Kit could hardly bring out the question.

         
         “The others went insane. Every single one of them is now in a mental institution!”
         

         
         From her place on the hearth, Sandy gave a little moan.

         
         Professor Farley shook his head reprovingly. “That was a very unwise statement to make in front of these girls, Jules. It
            can do nothing but upset them and make them unhappy. It was a cruel thing to tell them.”
         

         
         “Cruel!” Kit cried. “You call Jules ‘cruel’? You knew it all along! You and Madame Duret, the two of you—you’re not even human!
            You’re like two great big black vultures, feeding on our brains!” She turned frantically to Jules. “Let’s leave now! It doesn’t
            matter about the storm. I’d rather get hit by a falling tree or washed off the road or anything than spend one more night in this horrible place!”
         

         
         “I’m with you,” Sandy cried, pulling herself to her feet.

         
         “Ruth?”

         
         “I’m with you too,” Ruth said. Her face was dark with anger. “This is quite a piece of news nobody bothered to tell us. It’s
            one thing to be a receiver—I can see the value in that—but it’s something else entirely to know it’s going to destroy you.”
         

         
         “Now, girls, calm yourselves,” Madame commanded. “Jules, I am furious with you for causing this disruption. Perhaps there
            was some instability among our past students. We had not perfected our entrance tests at that point and inadvertently selected
            some emotional types who were too high-strung to be able to adjust to the situation. This has no bearing whatsoever upon what
            will happen at Blackwood. Each individual is different; you know that.”
         

         
         “Twenty out of twenty is good enough odds for me,” Ruth said. She was on her feet now, clutching her notebook against her
            chest. “Even if I’m lucky enough to be that one-in-a-million case who pulls through nicely, I don’t plan to stick around to
            find out. You were right all along, Kit. I’m ready to go.”
         

         
         “Kit, you go get Lynda,” Jules said. “Mother, we’ll need the key to her room and the one to the gate. How long will it take
            you girls to pack?”
         

         
         “Hardly any time at all,” Kit told him. “I’m willing to leave everything I came with except my father’s picture, and it’ll
            just take a minute to get that.”
         

         
         “I don’t need anything,” Sandy said. “I just want to get into that car. We can find out the bus schedule when we get to the
            village.”
         

         
         “I am afraid you’re forgetting something,” Madame Duret said quietly. “And that is that the keys are not at your disposal.”

         
         “You have them,” Jules said.

         
         “Of course I have them, but I do not for a moment intend to give them to you, nor do I plan to tell you where they are. The
            lock on the front gate will stay locked, and you will remain here, every one of you.”
         

         
         “You can’t hold us here!” Kit cried. “Jules won’t let you!”

         
         “Jules cannot do very much about it. It distresses me to see him take this unreasonable and sentimental attitude, but young
            men are inclined to get romantic notions. In this case, I am sure common sense eventually will win out. Jules is an intelligent
            boy, and the advancement of music is very important to him.”
         

         
         “Not this important,” Jules said. “Not when lives and sanity are at stake. Mother, I can’t believe this. Where is your sense
            of decency?”
         

         
         “Your mother’s value system is a good deal more solid than yours, young man,” the professor said irritably. “I would have
            hoped you would show some respect for her knowledge and experience. If nothing comes from this experiment but one short poem
            by one of the immortal poets of history, it will be worth more than the lives of four commonplace girls.”
         

         
         And to think that there was a time, Kit thought in amazement, that I thought the old man was sweet! Anger was building in her to such a point that she was ready to explode with it.
         

         
         “There’s one thing you’ve forgotten,” she said to Madame Duret, fighting to keep her voice steady. “Which is that we are the ones who receive the material from the world beyond. It’s ours, it comes through us, and we won’t take it one step
            further.”
         

         
         “If that is some kind of threat—” Madame Duret began.

         
         “It isn’t a threat, it is a statement of fact.” Kit lifted her chin defiantly. “There’s no way in the world you’re going to
            get this material if we don’t want you to. Do you know what I’m going to do the next time I find myself writing down music?
            I’m going to tear the paper up into tiny pieces and flush them down the toilet.”
         

         
         “You would not dare!” Madame’s eyes were blazing.

         
         “I would! Just wait and see!”

         
         “And so would I.” There was a note of renewed courage in Sandy’s voice. “You’ll never get another poem of mine, starting with
            this one!”
         

         
         Before anyone realized what she was about to do, she pulled a wadded paper from her sweater pocket and threw it into the fire.
            The flames leapt high for a moment and there came a low groan that seemed to rise from all corners of the room at once.
         

         
         “Was that the one I translated for you?” Ruth asked.

         
         “Yes, and that is just where it belongs—burned to ashes.” Sandy made a grimace of disgust. “Disgusting thing. I feel better
            already.”
         

         
         “Stop them!” the professor cried. “We can’t let them do this! What they’re destroying is irreplaceable!”

         
         “They will not do it,” Madame’s voice was a low hiss. “We will simply have to watch them, every minute of every day. We will chain them
            if necessary and stand over them and remove the work from their hands the moment they are completed. We will not be defeated!
            The stakes are too high! The work is too important!” She turned to Ruth. “Hand me that notebook immediately.”
         

         
         “Go and get it!” Ruth cried. Ripping the cover from the book, she lunged forward and hurled the pages into the fireplace.
            Instantly, the edges turned black and began to curl inward. Madame gave a cry of rage and grabbed for the fire tongs, but
            Jules moved in to block her.
         

         
         “It’s too late, Mother, can’t you see that? The experiment’s blown up in your face. This set of girls isn’t going to give
            in. Let them go. Let me take them out of here. Holding them isn’t going to accomplish anything. It’s just not going to work.”
         

         
         The pages from Ruth’s notebook burst into a crackling blaze, and from its depths there came a shriek of such agonized fury
            that it shook the walls. The voice lifted in a scream, and another voice joined it, and another, until the room was filled
            with a chorus of hate-filled wails.
         

         
         Suddenly, as though lifted by an unseen hand, the burning pages rose from the fireplace and flew straight out into the room
            in a shower of flaming segments. Kit instinctively threw up her arms to protect her face as the deadly missiles whizzed past,
            and she gave a cry of pain as one brushed her arm. All around her she could hear gasps and cries, and when she lowered her
            hands she saw to her horror that the draperies over the windows were on fire. The great orange flames gobbled greedily at
            the rich material and in a moment’s time they had spread to the sofa and the overstuffed chair.
         

         
         “Now see what you have done! You wretched girls have angered them past endurance!” Madame started across the room. “I will
            call the fire department.”
         

         
         “You can’t do that!” Jules flung out an arm to stop her. “The phone’s out, remember? Our one chance is to drive to the village
            for help. Give me the gate key!”
         

         
         “I know what you intend! You will take the girls with you!”

         
         “Of course I will,” Jules said. “But you don’t have a choice, Mother. This old house is an absolute firetrap! It’s ancient.
            The wood is dry. There’s nothing to stop it!”
         

         
         “Damn you! Damn all of you!” Madame glared at them helplessly. Then with a jerk of her hand she reached into her skirt pocket
            and pulled out a ring of keys. “Here, it is the big, square one. Hurry, Jules! Hurry! If they do not come quickly it will
            be too late.”
         

         
          “I’ll make it as fast as I can,” Jules told her. “Now come on, let’s get out of here!”

         
         He threw open the parlor door and led the way through the dark hallway to the front door. A moment later they were outside
            with the wind wild against their faces and the icy rain full upon them.
         

         
         “We’ll go to my apartment,” Professor Farley called, starting across the lawn. “That’s detached from the house. Unless the
            wind changes, we’ll be all right there.”
         

         
         Madame’s black figure fell into step behind him with Lucretia in tow, and Jules caught Kit’s arm and shoved her toward the
            driveway.
         

         
         “You and the other girls wait out there. I’m going to get the car.”

         
         “We’re leaving!” Sandy was half-laughing, half-crying. “Can you believe it, Kit, we’re actually leaving! By morning we’ll
            be on our way home, and we’ll look back on Blackwood and the whole thing will seem like a bad dream!”
         

         
         “I’ll call my parents from the village,” Ruth said. “They’ll wire me plane fare. I can take the bus to the nearest town that
            has an airport.”
         

         
         “Home,” Kit said. “It sounds like heaven.”

         
         And then her heart caught in her chest. She turned and stared back at the house behind them with the flames bright behind
            the lower windows, and as she watched, she saw a malicious red tongue of fire appear suddenly at the second-floor level, licking
            up the edge of a bedroom window.
         

         
         “Sandy! Ruth!” Horror filled her voice. “We forgot—Lynda!”
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         “Lynda!” Sandy repeated the name, stunned. “Oh no! In all the excitement, we forgot all about her.”
         

         
         “You wait here,” Kit told her, “and tell Jules where we’ve gone. Ruth and I will go get her.”

         
         “Speak for yourself,” Ruth said shortly. “I don’t plan to commit suicide. Do you see how that fire has spread already? Lynda’s
            room is around on the side, almost directly over the parlor.”
         

         
         “You can’t be suggesting we should just leave her there!” Kit exclaimed incredulously. “She’ll be burned alive!”

         
         “And what do you think will happen to us if we go back in to get her?” Ruth shook her head. “I’m sorry. It’s tragic, but there’s
            nothing we can do. Maybe when the fire department gets here—”
         

         
         “In an hour?” Kit cried. “It will be that long by the time we drive the distance to the village and they round up their volunteers
            and get back here. By that time the place will be ashes!”
         

         
         “Well, I’m not planning on being ashes with it,” Ruth said. “Face it, Kit, the fire’s spread all across the front of the house.
            Look at those windows—they’re glowing with it! We’ll never even get in the front door.”
         

         
         “We can go through the kitchen,” Kit said. “There hasn’t been time for it to have gotten that far. Ruth, this is Lynda, your
            best friend!”
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” Ruth said again. “I honestly am. It’s just that there’s no chance in the world of our getting up to that second
            floor and back down again. We wouldn’t be saving Lynda, we’d be throwing our own lives away for nothing.”
         

         
         “I’m afraid she’s right, Kit,” Sandy said shakily. “Our best bet would be to get under Lynda’s window and yell up to her.
            Perhaps we could get her to jump.”
         

         
         “She’ll never hear us through the noise of the storm.”

         
         “We could throw stones up against the glass.”

         
         “Do you really think she’d react to that when she won’t even answer us when we call through the door?”

         
         “It’s a chance, isn’t it?” Ruth said. “It’s better than nothing.”

         
         “Not much better than nothing,” Kit retorted. “You can go throw stones if you want to. I’m going to try to get inside through the kitchen.”
         

         
         “You can’t! You’ll get trapped in there!” Sandy grabbed for her arm.

         
         Kit shook her off impatiently.

         
         “I’m not going to let Lynda die up there if there’s any possible way to get her out!”

         
         Leaving the other girls behind her, she started on a run around the side of the house. As she rounded the corner the wind
            struck her full force, whipping the raindrops against her as though they were pellets of steel.
         

         
         Somewhere to her left lay the pond, but she could not see it through the darkness and the driving sheet of rain. Her feet
            found the familiar gravel path as dried stalks from the long-dead garden raked her ankles and a rosebush threw out a thorny
            arm to slash her cheek.
         

         
          “Kit! Wait!” Sandy’s voice echoed behind her, far away.

         
         “I can’t wait,” Kit called back. “There’s no time to wait!”

         
         At the back of the house her way was easier, for the planting was less dense and the eaves offered some protection from the
            rain. She floundered on through the heavy blackness, ran into the incinerator, reversed herself, and found the path that led
            to the kitchen door. For one panicky instant she was afraid that it might be locked, but it opened easily, and a moment later
            she was inside, groping her way through the dark kitchen. She reached the far side, shoved open the door into the dining room,
            and staggered back, choking, under a great rush of acrid smoke. Letting the door swing closed again, she leaned weakly against
            the edge of the counter, gasping for breath and wiping the stinging fumes from her eyes.
         

         
         She would have to mask her face, but how, in the darkness? Frantically she tried to recall the exact layout of the kitchen.
            There was a drying rack by the sink where Natalie used to hang the dish towels, but did Lucretia use it now that Natalie was
            gone?
         

         
         Working her way back along the counter, Kit kept one arm outstretched, even with the wall. Her hand moved across the smooth
            tile, found the sink, the faucets, and felt the soft touch of cotton cloth.
         

         
         “Thank god,” Kit breathed as her fingers closed over the towel and pulled it from the rack. She felt for the faucet and turned
            it on. The water ran cold, and when the towel was drenched she covered her head with it, letting the front fall forward over
            her face like a veil, and returned to the dining room door. Now, when she opened it, she could face the smoke, at least long
            enough to reach the stairway. It was not until she was halfway across the room that she realized that she was no longer walking
            blind. The faint glow of light from the hall beyond should have prepared her for what she would see there, but it didn’t.
            Emerging from the dining room, she felt the heat strike her in one great blast. At the far end of the hall, the wall that
            had once enclosed the parlor was a solid panel of fire.
         

         
         The hall was thick with smoke, but through it she could make out the curve of the stairway leading to the second floor. She
            reached the first step and began her ascent, only to stop at the landing, horrified, as a second wall of flame leapt up wildly
            in front of her.
         

         
         “But it can’t be!” she gasped, and then in shaken relief realized that this was only the mirror playing yet another of its
            devious tricks on her, catching and throwing back the image of the hall below in a blazing reflection. Continuing her way
            forward, she reached the second-floor hall. Here it was cooler than on the lower level and the smoke was thinner. The only
            light was the reflection from the mirror, wavering and pale, but it was enough for her to see her way to Lynda’s door. She
            reached for the knob, twisted it, and gave a cry of frustration. How could she have forgotten that this door would be locked?
            There was no way to open it. By the time she could reach the carriage house to get the key from Madame she would not be able
            to return through the downstairs hall.
         

         
         Making a fist, she began to pound upon the door.

         
         “Lynda?” she shouted. “Lynda, are you awake in there? Do you hear me, Lynda?”

         
         There was no sound from the room within. Kit pounded more loudly.

         
         “Lynda, answer me! I know you’re in there—you have to be. Lynda, there’s a fire! Blackwood is on fire! Do you hear?”

         
         Was it her imagination or was there a faint rustling sound, a movement, a gasp of understanding? Kit began to kick, crashing
            her foot time and again upon the wood of the lower panel.
         

         
         “Blackwood is on fire! Blackwood is burning!”

         
         “Who?” The voice on the far side of the door was small and tentative, half-dazed, as though the speaker were just waking from
            sleep. “Who is that?”
         

         
         “It’s Kit! Kit Gordy!” Kit ceased her pounding and brought her face down to the level of the keyhole. “Lynda, listen! You
            have to get out of there! The door’s locked and I don’t have the key to open it. The only way is by the window. You’ll have
            to drop from the window.”
         

         
         “From the window?” Lynda echoed blankly. “But I can’t do that. It’s too high.”

         
         “Ruth and Sandy are standing down below,” Kit told her. “They’ll break your fall. Besides, it’s lawn beneath you, not the
            driveway. You’ll have to do it, Lynda, you don’t have a choice. There’s no other way.”
         

         
         “But my paintings!” Lynda exclaimed. “I can’t leave them!”

         
         “You’ll paint new ones.” The statement was flatly untrue, but she felt no guilt in uttering it. “Don’t waste time talking,
            get over to the window. Go on, now! I’ll stay here until I know you’re all right. Go look—are the girls down there?”
         

         
         There was a moment of silence. When Lynda’s voice came again it was faint with increased distance.

         
         “Yes, they’re there. Sandy and Ruth and Jules. Jules is there with them.”

         
         “Open the window!” Kit called. “Hurry, get your legs over the sill! If you can lower yourself from the ledge you won’t have
            as far to drop.”
         

         
         “It’s raining,” Lynda said wonderingly. “I didn’t know it was raining. I can see them down there under the window. They’re
            waving and holding their arms up to me. How is it I can see them when it’s night?”
         

         
         “It’s the firelight shining from the windows!” The smoke in the hall was getting heavier and the cloth across her face had
            dried. “Jump!” Kit cried. “Please, Lynda, you have to! I can’t stay here much longer!”
         

         
         There was no answer. Did she do it? Or was she standing still by the window, staring down at the fire-lit figures awaiting
            her below?
         

         
         Kit rattled the knob.

         
         “Lynda?” she called again.

         
         There was no sound from within. Blackwood lay silent except for a steady crackling noise which, Kit realized suddenly, she
            had been hearing, half-consciously, for some time. She drew a breath and began to cough uncontrollably. The soles of her feet
            felt hot. Bending, she pressed her hand against the hard wood floor and snatched it away again as quickly as though she had
            laid it against a hot griddle.
         

         
         She could wait no longer.

         
         “Good luck!” she called to Lynda, hoping the girl was not there to hear her, and, turning, she started back along the hallway
            to the stairs.
         

         
         The hall seemed brighter now and the heat more intense, and in the mirror she could see herself emerging from the darkness
            like some grotesque apparition, with her rain-dampened clothes molded to her body and the dish towel draped across her head.
            She reached the top of the staircase, and as she gazed down a low moan escaped her.
         

         
         “There’s no way,” Kit whispered. “No way.”

         
         Ruth had been right about the impossibility of this mission. In attempting to rescue Lynda, she had sacrificed herself. This
            staircase was the only way down from the second floor, and the fire in the hall below had spread almost to its base.
         

         
         Then this is how it ends, Kit thought, and somewhere at the edge of her mind she heard someone laughing, a malicious chortle that began softly and
            rose in a howling frenzy.
         

         
         “Too good for us, were you?” the dream man cried. “Too good to waste your precious life recording our music! And now, what
            use will that dear life be to you?”
         

         
         “It’s my own!” Kit shouted back to him, finding strength in defiance. “At least it’s my own life, right to the end!”

         
         She began to cough again and, half-blind with smoke, she pressed her arm across her eyes, feeling the bravado fall away in
            the horror of reality.
         

         
         “Mom!” she murmured helplessly. “Daddy, help me! What am I going to do now?” It was force of habit, to call upon those two
            names. A hundred scenes rose from memory to flash upon the screen of her mind—her parents, strong, sure, arms outstretched
            to her, hands open to catch her own, eyes warm with concern, faces gentle with love. Her mother, regarding her worriedly.
            “Kit, dear, you will be happy here, won’t you? I’d never enjoy a moment of our trip if I thought you weren’t.” Her father
            in that strange final visit, standing silent by her bed, gazing down at her—
         

         
         “Kit, open your eyes.” The voice was low and steady, a never-to-be-forgotten voice, gruff with affection. “You’ll never get
            out of this place with your head in your arms.”
         

         
         I’m dreaming, Kit thought, and yet she knew that she wasn’t. Slowly she raised her head and opened her eyes and stared up into the square,
            strong-featured face so much like her own.
         

         
         “Dad!” Kit said softly. “Dad, it’s you?” For an instant longer the vision held, so real that she might almost have reached
            out and laid her hand against the sun-browned cheek. Then it blurred and was lost as hot tears flooded her eyes.
         

         
         I’m so glad you’re here! I won’t be so afraid with you here with me. I should have known you’d come, that you wouldn’t let me die alone.
         

         
         She did not speak the words aloud, but she did not need to. She could feel her father’s presence so strongly that he was almost
            a part of her. When his voice answered it came not from the hall before her but from somewhere within the depths of her own
            mind—You are not going to die!

         
         But there’s no way out, Kit began, the fire—it’s everywhere! No one could make it through that hall.
         

         
         You must try.
         

         
         Firm words, spoken in a tone that allowed for no argument. A command that must be obeyed.

         
         Kit found herself responding as she had as a child to those words, to his voice.

         
         “All right. All right, Dad. I’ll try.”

         
         She descended the stairs. Later she would try to remember the way it had been, the slow step-by-step progress with the acrid
            smoke filling her lungs and the walls of Blackwood rising above her to the great arched ceiling, but the memories would not
            hold true. They would come in fragments. The trip down the stairs. The blazing hallway. The smoldering pit that had once been
            the parlor. The pressure upon her head—
         

         
         Bend down. Get as low as you can—the air will be better.
         

         
         The dining room where the chandelier swung madly above a flaming table, throwing back a million orange lights. The kitchen
            again.
         

         
         You must go to the gate. Do not stop for anyone. Go straight to the gate, and when you reach it, the Rosenblums will be waiting.
         

         
         “The Rosenblums? But how—?”

         
         The letter, she thought. Of course! I had written the Rosenblums’ phone number in the letter. Natalie must have read it and realized what the number meant and called them.
         

         
         She believed him as she had always believed him, and she felt his hand guide hers to the knob of the kitchen door.

         
         She did not remember, later, stepping through it. She knew only that suddenly she was outside, running down the driveway,
            with the silly towel still upon her head and the rain in her face and the wind whipping cold against her shoulders. Ahead
            of her lay the iron fence and beyond that the black arms of trees waving wild against the sky. She could not see them for
            the darkness, but she knew they were there.
         

         
         Halfway down the drive she stopped and turned to look back at the house. There it stood, as it would stand forever in her
            nightmares, the great peaked roof outlined in flashes against the lightning-ruptured clouds. It had been from almost exactly
            this point that she had first glimpsed Blackwood, gray stone upon gray stone like a child’s jigsaw puzzle, the windows ablaze
            in the late afternoon sun as though the interior were alive with flames.
         

         
         “Can’t you feel it?” she had said then to her mother. “There’s something about the place—something—”

         
         She knew the answer now.

         
         Kit did not wait to watch the building fall. She turned and began to run again into the clean, cold strength of the wind.

         
          “Here I am!” she cried. “Here I am!” as headlights came round the curve in the road ahead and drew to a stop against the
            gate.
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Young adult author Jenny Han sat down with Lois Duncan to ask her all about
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Jenny: In my opinion, DOWN A DARK HALL is your scariest book. I think the isolation and claustrophobia play a big part, and also the horrible adults — Madame, the Professor, even Dan, the selfish stepdad — but it’s the ghosts that frighten me the most. Lois, do you believe in ghosts? 


Lois: I don’t believe in the type of ghosts that are associated with Halloween, dressed in white sheets and shouting, “Boo!” But I do believe that the energy of human consciousness can survive the death of the physical body. I don’t find it impossible to speculate that that energy might be transmitted to others by those souls who are highly motivated and whose mind force is strong enough. But, of course, that’s not something that any of us can be sure of one way or the other as long as we’re anchored to this earth plane. 


Jenny: How did you pick the artists whom the girls channel? 


Lois: I chose brilliant artists, writers and musicians who died young and might be expected to be frustrated because they had so much to offer and weren’t given enough time to fully express it. 



Jenny: And I’m dying to know — what was that French poem Sandy wrote all about, and did you have an actual painter in mind for the grotesques that Kit and Jules find so horrible? 


Lois: Sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t know myself what was in them. I didn’t want to start visualizing the contents, because I didn’t want them in my own mind. (I can’t even stand to watch a horror movie on television.) I thought I’d cop out and let my readers imagine them for themselves. 


Jenny: It seems you did a little research on how to forge a painting. How did you become interested in that? Have you ever done any painting? 


Lois: I don’t know a thing about painting. But I’m fortunate enough to be a longtime friend of the famous artist Betty Sabo. When I wanted information about aging those forged paintings, I went to Betty. She described the entire procedure and then reviewed the manuscript to make sure I got it right. You’ll notice the book is dedicated to Betty and her husband, Dan Sabo. 

Jenny: Did any particular place inspire Blackwood Hall? Or the story of the family who once lived there? 



Lois: Pure imagination. This was my one experience in writing a Gothic mystery, so I went all out to make it as atmospheric as possible. 


Jenny: What research did you do to study ESP? 

Lois: After the murder of my teenage daughter, Kaitlyn Arquette, I began having startling psychic experiences of my own, and I contacted Dr. William Roll, project director for the Psychical Research Foundation, to see if he could help me understand what was happening to me. He was as fascinated by those experiences as I was and asked me to write a paper about them for a conference he was chairing. We communicated a lot by phone (no e-mail back then), and got to be friends. 

Bill, then, came up with the idea of our collaborating on a nonfiction book for young adults based on laboratory research and documented case histories of psychic phenomena. He had connections with the top parapsychologists in the nation and was intimately involved in the research himself, and I had a history of writing for teenagers, so we thought we’d be the perfect team to create such a book. PSYCHIC CONNECTIONS: A JOURNEY INTO THE MYSTERIOUS WORLD OF PSI was published, and it was a good book. 

The problem was that school librarians were reluctant to stock it for fear of its being challenged by irate parents who didn’t want their children exposed to the subject unless it was treated as fantasy. So, to Bill’s and my great disappointment, it went out of print pretty quickly. However, I learned a lot by writing that book with someone so knowledgeable to guide me. It was like taking a crash course in parapsychology. 


Jenny: Had you heard of anyone going insane from channeling, or was that just suspense writer’s license? 


Lois: Writer’s license. Through writing PSYCHIC CONNECTIONS, I came to know many practicing psychics — some working with police departments — and I’ve never heard of any of them being harmed by that experience. They just take it for granted. Like having a knack for drawing or writing or playing the piano. 


Jenny: PSYCHIC CONNECTIONS sounds fascinating! I wish it were still in print. What’s the most interesting or surprising thing you learned while working on it? 


Lois: That all these subjects that many people consider unbelievable — things like clairvoyance, precognition, telepathy, and astral projection — are being taken seriously by scientists. They’re being studied in laboratory settings, often with positive results. 

Jenny: What was particularly challenging about updating each book? 



Lois: The biggest challenge in updating these stories and bringing them into the present day was the dramatic change in technology since the time they were written. Remember, some of these books were written in the 1970s. And a very strong plot element in many of my novels was the fact that the endangered heroines were unable to cry out for help. But today, most teenagers have cell phones. They can call — they can text— they have laptops and iPads — nobody is isolated. I had to find ways of getting rid of those communicative devices in book after book. And I couldn’t use the same method more than once, because people might read these new editions back-to-back, so they’d notice if I repeated myself. 

Jenny: Many of your books have paranormal elements — did you go through a period when you were especially interested in these types of subjects? 

Lois: I have always been interested in the paranormal. (That interest took on a new dimension in 1989, when Kait was murdered and psychic detectives gave us more information than the police did.) But back when I wrote these particular books, I had not yet been personally exposed to the study of parapsychology. I considered it fantasy — yet wasn’t quite sure it was fantasy. I used it primarily because it made for good story material. 

Jenny: Can you tell us a little about your writing process? 



Lois: People often ask me, “Do you plot your books before you start, or do you let your muse be your guide and just go where you’re taken?” When you write in a genre, as I do, you have to lay out your plot ahead of time. There’s a basic three-part structure for all genre novels: (1) Someone the reader relates to (2) reaches an important goal (3) by overcoming increasingly difficult obstacles. That means that, in order for the reader of a young adult novel to relate to the protagonist, that protagonist must be a teenager. In regard to Step Two, the more important the goal, the stronger the story. The most important goal for anyone is survival, which is why mystery and adventure novels are so popular. The next most important goal is love and acceptance, which is why romance novels are popular, especially with girls. And, for teenage protagonists, there’s a third and very important goal— and that is to grow up. The protagonist must mature during the course of the book and therefore be wiser and stronger at the end of the story than in the beginning. Once you develop your characters and set the goals for the protagonist (in my case, I usually set all three goals, and therefore have a main plot plus two subplots all going at once), you set obstacles in the way of the protagonist so he or she has to overcome them to reach those goals. That movement to hurtle obstacles in order to reach the goals is called “pacing.” So there’s a lot of planning that goes into my novels before I ever sit down and actually start writing. 


Jenny: I’ve read all of your books many, many times, so I decided I would read the updated versions and see if I could spot the changes. Of course I noticed the cell phones and texting and e-mails, but I also noticed subtler differences, like name changes — Mother to Mom, Rheardon to Rolland. I think I know why but I’d love to hear it from you. 



Lois: There were different reasons. Mostly it was to modernize the novels. When my children were growing up, most young people called their mothers “Mother.” Today they usually call them “Mom.” But when I went back and re-read those novels, I also realized that, for some unknown reason, I had tended to favor certain names. Perhaps I’d known people with those names and therefore was comfortable with them, so I tended to overuse them. I hadn’t realized I was doing that, because some of those novels were written ten or fifteen years apart. But now, reading them one right after another and seeing a last name like “Rheardon” pop up twice, I became very conscious of what I’d done, so I made the necessary changes. 


Jenny: Can we dare hope to read an all-new novel from Lois Duncan in the near future? 




Lois: I honestly don’t know what I’m going to write next. I’m in between projects, recharging my batteries. 

Jenny Han is the author of several books for teens, including The Summer I Turned Pretty, It’s Not Summer Without You, and Shug, as well as Clara Lee and the Apple Pie Dream, the first book in the middle grade series featuring Clara Lee. She is currently at work on the final book in her summer trilogy, We’ll Always Have Summer.
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