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Chapter One

"Poor child," Mrs. Johnson moaned. "Whatever

will happen to you now?"

Gw^en Maxw^ell w^obbled a little on her one-

inch heels. She w^as twelve years old, but her

friends at school said she looked thirteen, at least.

I'm not a poor child, I'm practically grow^n-up,

was w^hat she w^anted to say, but of course she

couldn't. Not here. Not now^.

"I haven't decided w^here I'll live," she said

carefully. "My brother —
"Oh, him." Mrs. Johnson looked across the

law^n at Greg Maxwell w^ith a disapproving air.

"He's been a stranger here in Winfield for the

last few^ years, hasn't he? And now^ it's too late

for dear Mary to enjoy his visit."

Gw^en searched for a means of escape. She
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didn't want to talk to Mrs. Johnson about her

future, and she didn't want to talk about Greg.

She didn't even want to talk about Aunt Mary.
She just w^anted this long, sad day to be over.

"I'd better help to pass things," she said and
ducked away to the lunch table set out in front

of Aunt Mary's prized lilac bushes. Serving the

little open-faced sandw^iches w^ould give her an

excuse to move around the yard. If she w^as lucky,

and quick, she w^ouldn't have to hear that terrible

question one more time.

Whatever w^ill happen to you now^?

The question w^as terrible because Gw^en didn't

know^ the answ^er. Her mother and father had died

five years ago in a car accident, and she still

remembered the loneliness of the days that fol-

low^ed. She didn't belong anywhere; there w^as no

one left to love, or to love her, except a big brother

she hardly knew^. Then Great-Aunt Mary had

appeared, like a fairy godmother in a nursery tale,

and had brought her to live in this spotless little

house on Barker Drive.

If she'd found it difficult to v/elcome a little girl

into her life, Aunt Mary had never said so. She'd

set up a tw^in bed in her sewing room and had

taken seven-year-old Gwen to Forest Park

School to enroll in the second grade. Aunt Mary



The Ghosts of Mercy Manor

had come to all the school programs, had admired

Gwen's drawings, and had given her a quarter

each time she got an A on a test. Even though

she was seventy years older than Gw^en, she'd

tried hard to do all the things the other children's

mothers did.

"I w^ish you had a great big family, " she'd said

once. "But w^e make the best of it, don't w^e?"

And they had.

At the funeral this afternoon Gw^en realized

that in those five years she had never said "I love

you" to her great-aunt, and Aunt Mary had never

said those w^ords to her. But they had loved each

other. Now^ the loneliness, the feeling of being

lost, had returned, and this time there w^as no

fairy godmother to come to her rescue. No one

but Greg.

"Would you like a sandw^ich?"

The circle of church ladies gathered around

her brother shook their heads, and Greg w^ent on

talking. Mrs. Johnson had been right; he w^as a

stranger. Fifteen years older than Gw^en, he w^as

more like an uncle than a brother.

She oflPered the sandw^ich plate to Liz, Greg's

young, blonde bride, know^ing she w^ould refuse.

"Snacking is bad foryour complexion," she'd told

Gw^en the day they arrived from Phoenix. She'd
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looked with disapproval at the piece of chocolate

cake Gwen was eating. "You'll get horrible spots

if you eat that junk."

The chocolate cake had been one of Aunt
Mary's specialties, a treat she had aWays made
for church bake sales and for Gw^en's birthday.

Liz didn't know^ that, Gwen had reminded herself

quickly, but the w^ords had stung.

She w^ent back to the table and picked up a

plate of cookies, then put it dow^n. People w^ere

starting to leave. The bright little garden would
soon return to its quiet self. Gw^en said good-bye

to the minister and to four ladies from the League

of Women Voters. Then she w^andered into the

house and stood in front of the bathroom mirror

for a while, brushing her shoulder-length brow^n

hair. Brushing helped her think. She had to have

a plan, something she could do to fight panic.

She decided that as soon as all the guests had

gone, she w^ould tell Greg how^ much she w^as

looking forward to living w^ith them in Phoenix.

Don't ask them, tell them — isn't that w^hat Aunt

Mary w^ould have advised? They had to take her

with them. They had to! She had now^here else

to go.

When she w^ent back outside, Liz w^as w^alking

tow^ard the front of the house w^ith the last of the
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visitors but one. Greg was talking to a woman
Gw^en hadn't noticed before. She w^as a small,

tired-looking person w^ho kept looking around

while they talked. When she saw^ Gw^en, her

brow^n eyes w^armed and she smiled shyly. Gw^en

smiled back but stayed w^here she w^as, close to

the kitchen door. She wanted the w^oman to leave.

It w^ould be easier to confront Greg if she could

do it before Liz returned to the backyard.

"Gw^en, come on over here.
"

Reluctantly, Gw^en started across the yard to-

w^ard her brother, kicking oEF her shoes as she

w^alked. For no good reason, she w^as frightened.

Perhaps it w^as Greg's strained expression. Or
maybe it w^as because the woman's smile now^

seemed frozen in place. When Gw^en reached

them she saw^ tears shining in the w^oman's big,

dark eyes.

"This is Gwen, Mrs. Mercy. Gw^en, this is Mrs.

Mercy. You tw^o are going to like each other a

lot. I can tell it already."

Gw^en stared at him. What was he talking

about? Why w^ere she and this — this Mercy per-

son going to like each other? What difiPerence did

it make w^hether they liked each other or not?

The woman put out a hand and touched

Gw^en's w^rist. "We've been talking about your
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loss," she said in a sweet, husky voice. "This must
be very hard for you. You miss your aunt terribly,

I»
ttm sure.

"Yes, I do." What vv^as going on here?

Greg cleared his throat and ran a hand over

his hair. "Of course she misses Aunt Mary," he

said heartily. "But at least she isn't going to have

to leave all her friends here in Wisconsin, thanks

to you, Mrs. Mercy. That's good news, isn't it,

Gw^en?
"

Gw^en looked at him uncertainly. Mrs. Mercy's

eyes grew darker, as though she understood

Gw^en's confusion and regretted it.

"Your brother means you're going to come to

live w^ith us, G^ven," she explained. "I know -we

can't take your aunt's place, but w^e'll do our best

to make you happy." She faltered as Gwen stared

at her, unable to speak. "Our boy Jason is grow^-

ing up fast, and our little girl Tessie would love

a big sister, and w^e have lots of room now^, so

w^e — w^e just decided to oflPer ourselves as foster-

parents. And the Social Services people told us

about you and — and it, w^ell, just sounded per-

fect —
"No! " Gw^en found her voice at last. "That isn't

right! I'm going to go to — " She looked into

Greg's flushed face and left the sentence unfin-

ished. She w^asn't going to Phoenix. All the time
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she'd been making her plans, her brother had

been looking for another ans^ver. He was going

to make her live -with strangers.

"You know I'd really like to have you with us,

Gw^en," Greg said hurriedly. "But it's impossible

right now^. Liz and I w^ere married just six months

ago, " he told Airs. Mercy w^hen Gw^en refused to

meet his eyes. "My wife is w^orking and furnishing

our apartment and . . . w^ell, it isn't the answ^er,

I'm afraid."

So that w^as it. Liz refused to have her. Out of

the corner of her eye, Gw^en saw her sister-in-

law^ come around the side of the house and stop

short.

"I'm sure Gw^en understands," Airs. Mercy
said. She and Greg w^ere both w^atching her anx-

iously. They were partners, allied against her,

w^illing her to be a good girl and go along w^ith

w^hat had already been decided.

Gw^en felt as if she might choke on the hard

lump of hurt that had settled in her throat. No-
body w^anted Gw^en Maxwell for herself. Foster-

parents w^ere paid to take care of people no one

else w^anted.

Alight as w^ell go along with w^hat you can't

change — that probably w^ould have been Aunt
Mary's comment. You'll save yourself a lot of

grief. Gw^en glanced at the curtain of lilacs and
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leaves in front of her and thought she'd give any-

thing in the world if she could look up and see

Aunt Mary coming across the lawn. She took a

deep breath and filled her lungs with the fra-

grance that w^ould always mean home and safety.

"It's okay," she said finally and heard Greg's

sigh of relief.

But it w^asn't okay. She w^as remembering how^

it had felt to be seven years old and not belong

anywhere. Nothing had changed. Once again she

was alone, and she hated it.



Chapter Tu^o

"I think it's just awful!" Julie McElroy scooped

some sweaters from a dresser draw^er and

dropped them into a carton. "But at least you
don't have to move aw^ay. And w^e'll go to middle

school together this fall, just the way w^e

planned."

Gw^en rolled up a pair of jeans and handed

them to her best friend to drop on top of the

sw^eaters. "You sound like my brother, " she said.

"That's all he talked about at supper last night —
how^ lucky I w^as to be staying here in Winfield.

And Liz kept saying yes-yes-yes, as if they were

only letting me stay w^ith those Mercys because

it w^as w^hat / w^anted."

"But you do w^ant to stay here, don't you?"

Julie looked hurt. "I'm glad you're staying.
"
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"That's not the point. Greg is my family — we
should stick together now." Gw^en threw^ herself

on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. She

couldn't tell even Julie how^ she felt about being

sent to live w^ith strangers. "I think Greg w^ants

to invite me," she said glumly, "but Liz w^on't let

him. She's coming between us." She nodded to

herself, liking the w^ay that sounded.

"You're probably right," Julie agreed. "But

w^hat can you do about it?

"

"I'll think of something."

"Besides, you said Mrs. Mercy seemed kind of

nice." Julie w^atched her anxiously.

Gw^en shrugged. "They live w^ay out on Blue

Mill Road. I'll never be able to come to tow^n

unless someone brings me. I probably w^on't see

you all summer."

"We'll talk on the phone," Julie promised.

"And I'll call you as soon as w^e get back from

our vacation."

Gw^en had forgotten about the McElroys' an-

nual trip to Oregon. Without w^anting to, she

pictured Julie and her little brothers and her par-

ents riding along the highw^ay, eating ice-cream

bars and singing. A family vacation must be fun.

"How^ long w^ill you be gone?" she asked

w^istfully.

"Three w^eeks. My grandma and grandpa have

10
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all kinds of stuflp planned for us to do."

Three weeks. Gwen fought back another wave
of panic. Three w^eeks sounded like forever.

"Oregon sounds neat," she said, trying to act

unconcerned. "You can tell me all about it w^hen

you get back, and I'll tell you w^hat's happened

to me."

Julie brightened. "You'll be having a good

time, too," she said. "It'll be exciting, living in a

new^ place — an adventure, right?" They stared

at each other uneasily, trying to believe that was
true.

Mrs. Mercy arrived at ten the next morning,

looking more cheerful than she had at the funeral.

Gw^en w^atched from her bedroom window^ as

Greg carried her suitcase and boxes out to the

drivew^ay and stow^ed them in the back of the

station w^agon next to several bags of groceries.

He and Mrs. Mercy talked, w^ith frequent glances

tow^ard the door.

When Gw^en finally came out, they both looked

relieved.

"Did you say good-bye to Liz?" Greg asked.

Gw^en nodded. "She's packing. She said you 're

going home this afternoon.
"

"Right," Greg said. "Can't stay away from the

office too long. But I'll be back this fall to check

11
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with Aunt Mary's attorney on the sale of the

house and so on. You and I'll have a good long

visit then." He bent and gave her a quick kiss on
the cheek. "You write and tell me all about your-

self. I'll be w^aiting to hear."

"Okay. " Gwen slid into the passenger seat and
fastened her seatbelt. "Will you write back?"

"Of course I will." He sounded shocked that

she could doubt it.

"And can I come to Phoenix later on?"

He stepped back from the car. "We'll talk

about it."

Gw^en wanted to ask whether he meant he and
she would talk about it or he and Liz would talk.

But before she could shape the question, Mrs.

Mercy broke in. "I'm afraid w^e have to be on our

w^ay," she said, sw^itching on the ignition. "I

promised the sitter I'd be back by ten to pick up
Tessie. Tessie's my little girl," she explained as

she backed the car out of the drive. "She can

hardly w^ait to meet you, Gw^en."

Greg stood in the driveway w^atching them go,

an unhappy expression on his face.

"He's wondering if he's doing the right thing,

poor man." Mrs. Mercy turned the w^heel sharply

and started dow^n Barker Drive. "I know^ the feel-

ing w^ell. When you grow^ up, you w^onder about

that a lot."

12
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"Grown-ups can do anything they want to do,"

Gw^en said. She knew^ she sounded sulky, but she

didn't care. "Grow^n-ups are lucky."

Mrs. Mercy gave a little chuckle. "It's not that

simple, Gw^en, " she said. "You'll find out for

yourself some day
.

"

They drove in silence until they reached Hayes

Avenue. Then Gwen sat up straight and pointed

dow^n the block. "That's my school. I mean, it

w^as my school. I start middle school in Septem-

ber — unless I'm in Phoenix by then. I don't

know^ if they have middle schools in Phoenix."

Mrs. Mercy hesitated for only a second, then

changed the subject. "And here's w^here our baby-

sitter lives. Tessie usually stays w^ith her w^hile I

do my errands in to^vn. Three and a half is a

w^onderful age — but not in a supermarket."

The station w^agon rolled to a stop, and Gw^en

waited while Mrs. Mercy -went into the little gray

house. When she returned, she w^as hand-in-hand

w^ith a tiny copy of herself. Tessie 's hair was
shaped in the same smooth, dark cap, and her

huge brow^n eyes regarded Gw^en solemnly as

Mrs. Mercy introduced them.

"This is Gw^en, honey."

"Hi, Tessie."

The shy smile w^as like Mrs. Mercy's, too. I've

always w^anted a little sister. The thought startled

13
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Gwen, and she was glad she hadn't said it out

loud. That would be just what Mrs. Mercy —
and, of course, Greg — would like to hear.

Tessie let herself be strapped into the seat in

back and sat quietly w^hile her mother drove and
told Gw^en about the rest of the family.

"My husband — Frank — works at First State

Bank here in Winfield. We bought our farm from

my aunt and uncle's estate a couple ofyears ago.

Frank doesn't farm it himself — we rent the land

to other people. The other member of the family

is Jason, our son. He's sixteen. It'll be nice to

have someone fairly close to your ow^n age

around, w^on't it?" She looked at Gwen as if she

w^asn't sure of the answ^er. "I w^antyou to call me
Dena," she continued. "Mrs. Mercy is so formal.

It'll take a w^hile foryou to feel at home, I suppose,

but just give it time, Gw^en. Do you think you'll

like country living?"

"I don't know^," Gw^en said. "I've never tried

it before." She felt Tessie's dark brow^n gaze and
realized she sounded cold. "I guess it could be

fun," she added w^ithout conviction. "Nature and

all that."

"No cow^s," Tessie spoke for the first time,

sounding mournful.

Her mother laughed. "Tessie thinks a farm

w^ithout cow^s doesn't deserve the name," she said.

M
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"Her favorite picture book says a farm is sup-

posed to have them."

"My Aunt Mary grew up on a farm," Gwen
said over her shoulder. "Her father gave her a

calf when she was just a little older than you are,

and she raised it. It w^on a blue ribbon at the

county fair."

Silence greeted this information, and Gw^en

w^as immediately sorry she had offered it. There

w^as no reason to make conversation with the

Mercys. They might think she w^as glad to be

riding along with them through the countryside,

and if they thought that, they would be very

w^rong. She w^a^ there because she had no choice.

They had left the Winfield tow^n limits behind,

and now^ they turned off the highw^ay. Houses

dropped aw^ay, and rolling fields took their place.

Tw^o more turns and they were on a gravel road,

crunching along betw^een fields of young corn.

The road sloped gently and curved again.

"There it is," Dena said abruptly, as they

plunged through a scattering of trees and out into

the open once more. "Welcome to Mercy Manor,

Gw^en. That's what my husband calls it w^hen he

w^ants to sound grand."

"Our house," said the little voice from the back

seat. "It's big."

It certainly w^as big — and beautiful. Gw^en felt

15
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her heart Kft with unexpected pleasure. In spite

of its size, the old farmhouse had a cozy, inviting

look. The white clapboard was freshly painted,

and a long porch curved around two sides like

an enfolding arm. You could sit out on that porch
at night and look at the stars and listen to country

noises and watch cars go by, Gwen thought. No,
she corrected herself, no cars. Mercy Manor
stood at the very end of Blue Mill Road. No one

w^ould drive by because there w^as no place to go.

They turned into the yard and parked next to

a barn.

"Frank's at w^ork, but Jason should be around

someplace," Dena Mercy said. "We'll leave your
things in the car, and most of the groceries, and
he'll carry them in for us. I'll just take the meat
in now. . . . Your room is up there on the left."

She pointed to a back w^indow^ on the second

floor, then turned to open the gate of the station

w^agon. "Tessie's room is across the hall from it."

Gw^en looked up and w^as startled to meet an-

other pair of eyes. A thin face framed by long

blonde hair stared dow^n from w^hat must be Tes-

sie's bedroom w^indow^.

"Who's that? " Dena hadn't mentioned another

girl in the family.

Mrs. Mercy straightened w^ith a grocery bag

in her arms, her expression suddenly w^ary.

16
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"Who's who?" she asked. There was an edge to

her voice that Gw^en hadn't heard before.

Gw^en started to point and then stopped in con-

fusion. The w^indow^ w^as empty. "I thought I saw^

a girl up there," she said. "She w^as looking down
at us. ...

"Not a chance," Dena Mercy said w^ith that

same unexpected sharpness. "There's no one here

but us chickens. Except for Jason, of course, and

no doubt he's busy w^ith one of his projects." She

started across the yard to the back porch. "Come
on, ladies. We're home."

Your home, not mine, Gw^en corrected her si-

lently. Uneasy and a little frightened, she kept

her eyes on the empty window as she follow^ed

Dena to the house. Was it possible that she had

imagined the girl?

She might have convinced herself of that if she

hadn't turned just then to see if Tessie w^as com-

ing. The little girl w^as standing next to the car,

looking up at her bedroom w^indow^ w^ith a w^on-

dering expression, as if she had seen someone

there, too.

17



Chapter Three

"Let's take Gwen on a tour of the house, Tessie."

Dena Mercy put the packages of meat in a re-

frigerator that was covered with pictures of

sunrises, old-fashioned gardens, and smiling chil-

dren. "She's seen the kitchen — let's show^ her

the dining room and the living room. We don't

w^ant her to get lost, do we?"

Tessie giggled. She had abandoned her shyness

at the back door, and now^ she clutched Gw^en's

hand and pulled her across the kitchen into the

spacious dining room.

"This is where I sit, and this is where you'll

sit, Gw^ennie, " she danced around the table.

"Right next to me." She darted through the wide

double doors at one side of the room, and Gw^en

and Dena follow^ed.

18



The Ghosts of Mercy Manor

"This foyer is supposed to be the main en-

trance," Dena commented, "but it doesn't get

much use. The house was built vv^ith its back to

the road for some strange reason, and we Hke it

that way. You can sit on the front porch or the

side one and see nothing but grass and fields and

w^oods."

A graceful flight of stairs led up from the hall,

and beyond them, on the other side of the foyer,

w^ere more double doors leading into the longest

living room Gw^en had ever seen.

"One of these days w^e must do some serious

furniture shopping," Dena said apologetically.

"I'm used to seeing it this w^ay, but w^hen I show^

the rooms to someone else, I realize ..." Her

voice trailed oflP. "Most of the furniture is w^hat

came from our old house, and that w^as a lot

smaller than this one."

"It's really nice, " Gw^en said. She liked the

shining w^ood floors and the fresh, sw^eet breezes

that blew^ in through every w^indo\v. It w^as true

that there w^asn't much furniture, but the living

room couch and chairs w^ere upholstered in bright

colors and there w^as a blue vase full of w^ildflow^-

ers on the low, round coflPee table. A poster of

mountains bathed in mist w^as taped next to the

archw^ay.

"We haven't gotten around to hanging pic-

19
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tures," Dena said. "Doing that seems so — I

don't know — so final. Instead, the wall deco-

rations come and go. When I see something I

like, I put it up w^here we can all enjoy it for a

while. You can put up some pictures if you
want — there are lots of walls."

Gwen w^ent over to the wide bay w^indow^ and
looked out at a meadow^ that stretched beyond
the law^n. She wouldn't put up any pictures. That

w^ould be like saying this Avas her home, the place

w^here she belonged.

They went back into the front hall and climbed

the stairs, Tessie running noisily ahead. She
stopped on the landing halfway up and twirled

in the multicolored beams of light streaming

through a fan-shaped stained-glass window.

"Look at me! " she squealed. "Look at me
dance!"

"I used to do that when I ^vas a little girl,"

Dena said. "This house belonged to my aunt and

uncle then, and I stayed with them for a fe^v

w^eeks one summer while my folks were in Eu-

rope. I w^as only five, and the house w^as magic

to me — for a w^hile, anyw^ay. So many corners

to hide in, and the stained-glass panels and —
oh, w^ell." Her smile faded. "Good things come
to an end, don't they? " she said w^ryly, as if she

20
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were thinking of the changes in Gwen's hfe as

"well as in her own.

The upstairs w^as divided by a long halWay.

The Mercys' big bedroom w^as in the front of the

house, and opposite it w^as a closed door w^ith a

KEEP OUT sign taped to the door.

"That says don't come in, " Tessie explained.

"It's Jason's room."

"And it's full of important treasures," Dena
added. "None of which may be touched by his

little sister."

"My room's nicer, an3rway," Tessie announced.

"It's the best." She led the w^ay do^vn the hall,

past closets and a bathroom to the rear of the

house, then danced through a door on the left.

Gw^en follow^ed her.

"Do you like it? " Tessie demanded. "Is it

n It

nice (

"It's great, " Gwen said enthusiastically. "Like

a room in a picture book." She admired the oval

rag rug, the narrow^ bed complete w^ith ruflfled

canopy, the child-sized rocking chair and table,

the toy shelves, the bright pictures on the w^all.

It really w^as perfect.

"This is the only room I've gotten around to

furnishing properly," Dena said from the door-

way. "I w^anted it to be a happy place." Her voice

21
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faded ofiP, and for a moment the sad look Gwen
had noticed the day before was back. Then the

tour continued. "The door next to this one leads

up to the attic," Dena explained. "And your room
is right across the hall. It's the one I had when I

w^as a child. These stairs take you dow^n to the

back hall and the kitchen."

Gw^en followed Dena out of Tessie's room re-

luctantly. The little bedroom, furnished with such

love and care, w^as a comforting place. Leaving

it, Gw^en felt rriore lonely than ever.

A screen door slammed below^ them, and foot-

steps thudded up the back stairs, tw^o steps at a

time. A tall, thin boy catapulted into the hall and
stopped short w^hen he saw^ Gvv^en.

"This noise machine is our son Jason," Dena
said fondly, as she put an arm around the new^-

comer. "Jason, this is Gw^en. I hope you'll mind
your manners and help to make her w^elcome."

"Hi." He sounded breathless. His brow^n eyes

w^atched Gw^en w^arily, and one hand came up to

cover the scattering of pimples on his chin.

"Nice — nice to meet you. " He looked pleadingly

at his mother. "I have some stuflP to put away in

my room, okay?"

"Okay." Dena released him. "But then go

dow^n to the car and bring in the rest of the gro-

ceries, please. And Gw^en's suitcase and her car-
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tons. Bring her things up here right away. We
want her to get settled in as quickly as possible."

Jason ducked his head and rushed dow^n the

hall to his room, shutting the door firmly behind

him.

"He's shy," his mother murmured. "Give him

time." She motioned Gw^en across the hall, and

once again Tessie led the w^ay.

The room that w^as to be Gw^en's w^as small

and sunny, w^ith sheer w^hite panels on the w^in-

dow^s and a single bed against one w^all. An old-

fashioned bureau and a rocker, both painted

w^hite, stood opposite the bed, and there w^as a

small bedside table and reading lamp. A patch-

w^ork quilt provided the only color in the room.

"You can fix it up any w^ay you w^ant to," Dena
said. "Decide w^hat you w^ant on the w^alls, and

we can pick out a rug together. Maybe you'd like

a braided one like Tessie's?"

"That'd be nice," Gw^en tried to sound enthu-

siastic. The bare, impersonal little room, so dif-

ferent from the one across the hall, chilled her,

but she didn't w^ant to hurt Dena's feelings. It

doesn't matter, she reminded herself. I'm not

going to stay long, anyway.

As they w^alked from room to room in Mercy
Manor, Gw^en's determination had been growing.

No matter w^hat Dena said, this w^as the Mercys'
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home, not Gwen's. She belonged with her own
family, and if Greg didn't understand that, she

w^ould have to convince him and Liz. She couldn't

be dropped into other people's lives like a stray

puppy, to be looked after and pitied.

Later, w^hen Jason had brought up her luggage

and deposited it just outside the bedroom door,

she kicked ojGP her sneakers and lay on the patch-

work quilt. Dovv^nstairs, she could hear Tessie

telling her mother what kind of cookies to bake.

I'll w^rite to Greg and Liz every w^eek, she

planned. No, tw^o or three times a w^eek. I'll make
them w^ant me!

When she opened her eyes again, Tessie w^as

peeking in at her. "Lunch, " she announced im-

portantly. "You were taking a nap."

Gw^en sat up. "I'm wide-aw^ake now^," she said

and looked around at the little room glow^ing w^ith

sunlight. Something w^as diflFerent, but she didn't

know^ w^hat. There w^ere the w^hite w^alls and cur-

tains, the chest of drawers, the rocker, the bed-

side table with its lamp — and a rose.

Gw^en picked up the flow^er. It w^as made of

paper cleverly folded to form petals. A twist of

green w^ire provided the stem.

"Is this something your mom saved because it's

so pretty?" she asked curiously. "Like the poster

in the living room?"
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Tessie shook her head. "She leaves the rose in

my room sometimes, " she said softly. "And then

she takes it away."

"Your mom does that?"

The little girl fro^vned. "The girl does it."

"What girl?"

But Tessie darted away. "Just nobody," she

said. "My mom says it's nobody. And you're sup-

posed to come to lunch," she called from halfway

dow^n the back stairs. "We're having chocolate

milk."

Gw^en laid the rose on the table. For a minute,

in spite of the sunshine and birdsong, she w^as

frightened; then she brushed the fear aw^ay. Tes-

sie obviously w^asn't supposed to talk about the

girl, but there had to be a reasonable explanation.

All she had to do w^as ask Dena.

Yet, as she w^ent dow^n the stairs to the kitchen,

she knew^ she w^ouldn't ask. If she did, she might

sound as if she were interested in what w^ent on

in the Mercys' house. She w^asn't.

Still, the rose had given her a beginning for

her first letter to Greg and Liz. You'd better send

me a plane ticket right aw^ay, she would w^rite.

Something kind of w^eird is going on here.
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"Jason! Get out here! I thought I told you to cut

the grass today!"

The furious bellow from the backyard warned
Gw^en that she w^as about to meet the fourth mem-
ber of the Mercy family. She stepped back

quickly from the kitchen sink, clutching the bou-

quet of w^ildflow^ers Tessie had brought her a few^

minutes earlier. One glance through the w^indow^

at the big man climbing out of a car, his face red

w^ith anger, told her this w^asn't the right moment
for introductions.

Footsteps sounded overhead, moving slowly

from the front to the back of the house. Dena
Mercy w^ent to the foot of the back stairs and

looked up reproachfully.

"I didn't know^ you w^ere supposed to cut the
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grass, " she said. "Why didn't you do it?
"

The footsteps descended. "Didn't have time,"

Jason mumbled. "I had a lot of stuff to do.
"

"You and your stuff." Dena sighed and came

into the kitchen. "You'll have to get used to this,

I'm afraid, Gwen," she said, forcing a smile. "Ja-

son and his father have different ideas about

w^hat's important."

Jason reached the bottom of the stairs and

paused before going outside. "That's for sure,"

he muttered and let the screen door slam behind

him.

For the next (ew minutes Gwen busied herself

with the flow^ers and tried not to hear the angry

voice in the backyard.

Dena w^atched her trim the stems to different

lengths. "You're doing a good job, Gw^en. You'll

have to do all our flow^er-arranging from now^ on.
"

Her voice shook a little, and she looked as if the

sounds from the backyard disturbed her more

than she w^anted to admit.

"... RIGHT NOW!" The shouted order

seemed to signal an end to the scolding. Gw^en

risked another peek from the w^indow and saw^

Jason trudging across the yard. His father stood,

arms folded across his chest, and w^aited till the

roar of a tractor-mow^er sounded from inside the

barn. Then he turned toward the house.
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Dena darted across the room to the back hall

and returned almost at once, pulling her husband

by the hand. He looked startled and embarrassed

when he saw Gw^en standing there.

"I forgot. This w^as the day!" He smacked his

forehead w^ith a huge fist, then shook Gw^en's

hand energetically.

"Sorry you had to hear an explosion first thing.

That kid — " For a moment his bad humor

seemed about to return.

"Arguments don't bother me," GAven said,

though that w^asn't quite true. Aunt Mary had

never scolded; she had just spoken her mind in

a soft voice and then remained quiet for a while.

"Anyway, it's nice to have you w^ith us, " Frank

Mercy said heartily, and Gwen could tell he

meant it. Like Dena, he had a warm smile. It

reminded her a little of her father's smile in the

picture that stood on her dresser upstairs.

Dinner that evening w^as uncomfortable, even

though Dena tried hard to keep a conversation

going. Frank Mercy and Jason ignored each

other, and Gw^en concentrated on her chicken

and mashed potatoes, acutely aware of being an

outsider in this family circle. Afterward, Jason

went back outside to finish the mowing, and

Gwen helped with the dishes. The familiar chore

made her feel w^orse than ever; it should be Aunt
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Mary standing at the sink, not this almost-

stranger. Without warning, tears spilled do-'A^n

her cheeks as she thought about all that had hap-

pened in the last week.

"I'll be right back, " she choked, and dashed

up the back stairs to the privacy of her bedroom.

"Gw^en!" Dena sounded alarmed. "What's
9"

w^rong :

"I'm all right," she called before closing the

door. If she ^vas going to cry, she w^anted to be

by herself.

It w^as several minutes before she noticed that

the rose w^as gone. Tessie probably took it, she

told herself. It must be all part of some game she

plays. Not that it mattered. She buried her face

in the pillow. Nothing mattered except the fact

that she w^as alone.

Gwen found it hard to get to sleep that night.

The trees rustled in the night w^ind, and a whole

concert of insect sounds seemed to be telling her

she w^as in someone else's house. The Mercys

w^ere nice people, but they w^eren't her family. All

the family she had -was in Phoenix.

The second night at Mercy Manor w^as no bet-

ter, and the third night was w^orse. Gwen lay

aw^ake for hours, thinking of the house on Barker

Drive w^here she'd gone to bed with nothing to

w^orry about but the next test at school or w^hat
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she -would do over the weekend. This must be

what it's hke to be caught in an earthquake, she

thought, recaUing scenes from television new^s.

One minute your life is great and you don't even

think about how lucky you are, and the next

minute everything's changed.

During the day Tessie w^as a lively companion,

but their rambles through the meadow^ that

stretched beyond the law^n failed to tire Gw^en

out. She oflPered to help around the house, but

Dena usually told her to do w^hatever she w^anted

to do. "You can help, but you're not here to w^ork

all the time — you're part of our family," she said

repeatedly, as if she had guessed Gw^en's thoughts

on that subject. "Have fun — just stay out of the

w^oods, please. It's not a very big area, but Tessie

could easily get lost if she w^andered in by her-

self." Dena's expression turned grim at the

thought. "There are plenty of other places to

w^alk. And after school starts, you w^on't have

much time for hiking."

School. Gw^en stared up at the ceiling over her

bed. She didn't w^ant to think that far ahead.

School and Julie seemed a million years off.

There w^ere other friends in Winfield she could

call, of course, but she wasn't ready to talk to

any of them. No one else knew she was living in
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a foster home because her brother's wife didn't

want to be bothered w^ith her. Every time she

thought of people finding out, she feh Uke hiding

her head under the covers.

A sharp crack outside her bedroom door made
her catch her breath. It sounded as if Tessie's

door had opened, but surely she ^vouldn't get out

of bed in the dark w^ithout calling for someone.

Unless — unless she w^alked in her sleep! Gw^en

had never know^n a sleepw^alker, but she supposed

it was something that could happen to veryyoung
children as w^ell as to grow^n-ups. And there w^ere

steep stairs at either end of the hall!

She slipped out of bed, curling her toes against

the bare floor. Cautiously, she eased the bedroom
door open and peered out into the hall. Tessie's

door loomed dark and tightly closed. For a mo-

ment there w^as no sound at all, and then the

creaking began once more, so close that she al-

most cried out. Someone w^as on the back stairs.

- Gw^en leaned out into the bar of moonlight that

streamed in through the small w^indow^ above the

staircase, in time to see the top of a head just

descending out of sight. Long, smooth golden

hair — it w^as the girl she had glimpsed in Tessie's

w^indow^I It had to be. She was here, creeping

through the house w^hile the family slept.

But this w^as no ordinary prow^ler. In the sec-
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ond or two before the girl disappeared down the

steps, Gw^en reahzed that the stream of moonUght
w^as unbroken; the pale glow^ shone right through

the golden curtain of hair.

Gwen eased her door shut and darted back

into bed, her heart thudding. She lay rigid, her

eyes on the doorknob. If she heard the footsteps

again, if the door opened, she w^as sure she w^ould

die of fright.

For ^vhat seemed like hours she waited. At last

she drifted into a restless, dream-muddled sleep,

aw^aking w^ith relief to a room full of sunshine. It

w^as eight o'clock; she could hear the clatter of

dishes dow^nstairs and Tessie's high voice.

"Good! You had a nice long sleep, " Dena said

brightly ^vhen Gw^en joined them in the kitchen.

"Frank left an hour ago, and Jason is biking into

tow^n to get something he says he absolutely

needs. You just help yourself to cereal and toast,

and I'll have another cup of coflPee to keep you
company. Good excuse.

"

"You and I are going to have a picnic today,"

Tessie announced. "Just us. At the river."

"If Gw^en w^ould like to," Dena said w^arningly.

"I told you, Tessie, Gwen may have plans of her

ow^n."

"I just w^ant to w^rite a letter to my brother
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first," Gwen said. "There are some things I have

to talk to him about."

She had thought some more about her letter

last night while she lay waiting for w^hatever

might happen next. At first she had planned to

mention the mystery of the "ghost-girl" only cas-

ually, but the figure on the stairs had changed

that. What Gw^en had seen was much too fright-

ening to be treated lightly. . . . Greg, I'm so

scared. I can't sleep in this house. ... I don't

know^ w^hat to do. . . . Surely her brother and Liz

would realize they had to come to her rescue.

Dena w^as w^atching her curiously. "A picnic

sounds fine," Gw^en said. "Maybe w^e can go

sw^imming in the river.
"

Dena shook her head. "Wading, maybe," she

said, "but that's all. Trout River is actually just

a stream now^ — it's shrunk a good deal since they

built a dam near tow^n. But it's still a pleasant

place to sit and have your lunch. . . . Gw^en, is

something w^rong? Besides missing your great-

aunt and your brother, I mean. You look so w^or-

ried. Is there something I can do?
"

Gw^en took a deep breath. "It's just that I didn't

sleep very w^ell last night," she said carefully. "I

thought — I thought I heard someone w^alking in

the hall."
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Dena set her coflPee cup down with a sharp

cUnk. "A dream, probably. Or somebody going

to the bathroom. Or else it w^as just one of the

noises this old house makes every so often — all

houses have their ow^n noises, you know. You'll

get used to them."

Gw^en kept her eyes on her cereal bow^l. "But

I thought I saw^ someone, too. Going dow^n the

stairs. It was a girl with long blonde hair."

"Well, that just proves it w^as a dream, doesn't

it?" Dena said with a strained little laugh. "We
don't have any long-haired blondes in this

family.

"

"Mama, maybe — " Tessie had clearly been

about to make a suggestion but changed her mind
under her mother's gaze.

— maybe w^e should concentrate on w^hat

kinds of sandw^iches you ladies w^ant to take on

your picnic," Dena finished the sentence for her.

"Egg salad or peanut butter, Tessie?"

"Peanut butter! And olives in a little cup. I'll

get them." Tessie ran to the refrigerator.

And that w^as the end of the conversation about

the girl w^ith golden hair. Clearly, Tessie w^asn't

supposed to talk about her, and neither w^as

Gw^en. But how^ could they live together in one

house and not admit to each other that something

unexplainable w^as" happening here?
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The girl had been there in the hallway last

night. She had gone down the back stairs, her

hair gleaming in the moonlight. Dena could

change the subject, but she couldn't change the

facts.
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Jason was weeding a marigold bed when Gw^en

wandered outside after breakfast. They had

hardly spoken since her arrival; he w^as busy w^ith

his ow^n aflPairs all day, and at mealtimes he ate

hurriedly and w^aited w^ith obvious impatience for

the others to finish. Tessie was the only one w^ho

seemed able to make him smile.

Gw^en w^atched for a moment, then dropped to

her knees and began w^eeding. "I used to do this

with my Aunt Mary," she offered. "Only she had

nasturtiums and pansies, mostly. She said they

w^ere nice-little-old-lady flow^ers."

To her surprise, Jason looked up w^ith a grin.

"That's good. Nice-little-old-lady flowers. These

marigolds are different — they're tough. I don't

know^ w^hy I ever have to w^eed em. They can
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take care of themselves. Same with the irises and

the daylilies on the other side of the house. You
can't keep them down. My mom Ukes them be-

cause they're the flow^ers her aunt and uncle had

grow^ing here w^hen she stayed w^ith them w^hen

she w^as a little girl. She said living here made
her feel like a princess, " he added w^ith amuse-

ment. "How^ about that?"

Gw^en thought she understood. It w^ould be

easy to pretend this house was an isolated castle,

guarded on one side by dense woods and on the

others by meado"ws and fields.

"All it needs is a moat, " she suggested. "And
some knights and dragons, of course."

Jason leaned back on his heels and w^iped his

forehead. "The house is okay, I guess. There's a

lot ofyard work, though. And guess w^ho gets to

do it all? I'd rather spend my time on other

things."

"Like w^hat?" Gw^en asked bluntly, but blunt-

ness didn't w^ork. The closed-oflp look returned to

Jason's face, and he moved around her to w^ork

farther along the flow^er bed.

"Just stuflP."

She w^eeded for a few^ more minutes in silence,

then w^ent back inside. Dena w^as polishing the

dining room table, and Tessie w^as busy in the

living room. Dena's expression w^as somber, and
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she rubbed the table energetically, as if she were

trying to banish an unwanted thought.

"Is there something I can do?" Gw^en asked.

She w^ondered if Dena's mood was the result of

their talk about the ghost-girl.

"Not a thing," Dena assured her. "Why don't

you w^rite your letter now^?"

Gw^en hesitated. "This is such a great house,"

she said softly. "I can see w^hy you love it."

Dena looked up then. "Sometimes I love it,

and sometimes I don't," she said bleakly. "Today

is one of the days w^hen I think w^e never should

have moved. The place — w^ell, it just depresses

me, and I w^ish w^e'd stayed in tow^n."

"Why does it depress you?" Gw^en asked, hop-

ing to hear more. But Dena just shrugged and

returned to her polishing. The only sound was

the buzzing of insects against the screens.

Later, curled up in the rocker in her bedroom,

Gwen tried to put her feelings into words her

brother w^ould understand.

. . . The Mercy<) are really good people, but they have

their own problems, and they don 't need another one —
MEl Bed'ided, there'd domethlng dtrange going on

here — don't laugh — / think thid houde id haunted.

..." She paused, suddenly certain that hard-

headed Greg would laugh. Her description of the
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ghost-girl wouldn't move him at all. She could

picture him sho^ving her letter to Liz and shaking

his head over his little sister's silliness.

Carefully she inked out the last sentence and

started a new paragraph. I don't belong here. I can't

dleep at night, and I can 't see my frlendd, and . . .

She stopped again. What if Greg called Dena
Mercy to find out w^hy she wouldn't allow^ Gw^en

to spend time in tow^n w^ith her friends from

school? But she hasn't even asked! Dena would

say, and that w^as true.

Discouraged, Gw^en crumpled up the sheet of

paper and dropped it in the w^astebasket. It w^as

as hard to confide in Greg in a letter as it had

been in person. Yet somehow^ she had to make
him see that she belonged with him. I'm not an

orphan! she w^anted to shout across the miles. I

have a family. This isn't fair!

Tessie appeared at the door just then, her face

bright w^ith anticipation. "Mama says w^e can go

on the picnic w^hen you're ready," she announced.

"Are you ready?"

"Sure." Gw^en stretched her legs and stood up,

glad of an excuse to postpone the letter-w^riting.

They clattered dow^n the stairs together, collected

the box lunches w^aiting in the refrigerator, and

in a few^ minutes w^ere on their w^ay.
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The narrow path leading toward the river be-

gan in a corner of the front yard close to the

woods.

"We can't go in there — not ever," Tessie re-

minded her. "Mama wouldn't like it. You can get

lost in there."

Gwen shrugged. She'd rather be out in the

sunshine where, she soon discovered, it was hard

to go on feeling soriy for herself. Her spirits rose

as she chatted with Tessie and helped the little

girl over a battered wooden fence that edged the

far end of the meadow. On the other side, long

row^s of unfamiliar plants marched ahead of them.

"These are sunflowers," Tessie explained im-

portantly. "Pretty soon they'll be as tall as — as

anything! And there'll be millions of sunflow^er

seeds. I love 'em."

She led the way betw^een the row^s of plants to

the far end of the field w^here a scattering of w^il-

low^s marked the bank of the Trout River.

"We'll have our picnic right here. " She pointed

to a nest of flat stones close to the w^ater. "That's

where Mama and I always sit."

"Fine." Gw^en dropped dow^n on one of the

rocks and stretched out on the sun-warmed sur-

face. For the moment, at least, she felt relaxed,

even contented. Tessie lay beside her for about

thirty seconds, then jumped up to gather handfuls
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of Queen Anne's lace and some tall purple flowers

Gwen couldn't identify.

"Don't go near the water," Gw^en called. She

sat up, reminding herself that Tessie w^as too little

to be trusted. The stream w^as shallow^ and slow^-

moving, but a child could lose her balance, fall,

and hit her head on a rock.

"Be careful," she w^arned again, suddenly

aware of how^ much Tessie meant to her. My
instant sister, she scoffed at herself, but it was no

joke. Tessie 's giggles, her chatter, her eagerness

to please w^ere w^hat had made the last few^ days

bearable.

"I'm okay," Tessie called and headed back to-

w^ard the w^illow^s. She sang to herself as she

darted from one patch of flowers to another.

After a moment Gw^en rested on her elbow^s

and admired the view^ in front of her. Gradually

she became aw^are of something odd. Except for

Tessie's song, she could hear nothing at all — no

birdsong, no buzzing insects. The stream rippled

over the stones w^ithout a sound. Then Tessie's

song grew^ more distant and stopped.

Gw^en felt as if her heart had stopped beating,

too. She w^anted to call out, but the silence seemed

unbreakable. As she stared, the peaceful setting

around her broke apart like a jigsaw puzzle. The
sky turned yellow-gray, and a strong wind flat-
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tened the wildflowers and the tall grass.

Huddled on her rock, unable to move, Gwen
saw, not more than twenty feet avv^ay, a boat

bouncing against the riverbank. Two men w^ere

in it, one young, one middle-aged, both dark-

haired. The younger man w^as pushing against

the bank w^ith an oar, trying to move the boat

out into the w^ater. The older man pulled on a

rope to start the boat's motor.

Gw^en shook her head, trying to banish the

vision that filled her eyes. She turned again to

look up the bank. Tessie w^as gone. The wind
w^hipped the w^illow^ branches so wildly that for

a moment she missed the movement at the foot

of one of the trees. Then she saw^ that someone

w^as hiding there, peering around the trunk at the

scene below^. It w^as the ghost-girl, her eyes wide

and full of fear, her long hair lifting in the gale.

— peanut butter?" Tessie 's piercing voice

broke through the w^all of silence. The sunlight

w^as back; the girl w^as gone. Gwen stared at the

quiet little stream where a boat had rocked and

pounded seconds before.

"Do you w^ant egg salad or peanut butter?"

Tessie repeated. "I'm hungry."

Gwen threw^ her arms around the little girl and

pulled her close. "Are you all right? Where did

you go.'
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"Didn't go anyw^here," Tessie said, wriggling

free. "I picked millions of flowers while you were

sleeping." She w^aved a hand at the pile of Queen
Anne's lace lying next to the rocks. "These are

all for you.
"

But I w^asn't sleeping! Gw^en protested. What
she'd just w^itnessed had been far too real to be

a dream. The rushing river, the men, the girl had

been there, if only for a moment.

She picked up the armful of flow^ers and buried

her face in them. "Maybe I did doze ofiP," she said

as casually as possible. "You know^ w^hat? I ac-

tually thought I saw^ a boat — right there!" She

pointed at the bank in front of them. "That's

pretty crazy, huh?"

Tessie giggled. "No boat," she said. "Never,

never! This is just a little river, Gw^ennie."

And so it w^as. Standing at the water's edge,

Gw^en admitted to herself that a boat — any

boat — w^ould rest squarely on the rocky bottom.

What she had seen w^as impossible, and yet she

could recall every detail — the furious activity in

the boat, the desperation in the men's faces, and,

most of all, the look in the ghost-girl's eyes.

She feels all alone, Gw^en thought, like me. And
she's really scared. That's like me, too.
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Chapter Six

"Go to Jail!" Dena groaned. "Why does that

happen to me allthe time? I'm a decent, law-

abiding woman." She and Gw^en were playing

Monopoly at the dining room table, -while Frank

read the evening paper across from them and

Tessie sat on the floor dressing and undressing

her favorite doll. Only Jason ^vas missing; as

usual, he had gone upstairs as soon as dinner w^as

over.

"You look decent and law^-abiding, " Frank

teased. "But Justice is blind, you know^."

Dena w^rinkled her nose at him. She seemed

relaxed, her depressed mood banished. Gw^en

w^as glad she'd said nothing about w^hat had hap-

pened at the river that afternoon. What w^as the
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use? She'd tried to talk to Dena about the ghost-

girl before and had been told the girl was just a

dream. Dena would certainly say the same thing

again; she might even question whether Gw^en

w^as a dependable sitter for Tessie.

"How about you, Gw^en?" Frank asked sud-

denly. "Are you settling in okay?
"

"I guess so. Tessie is show^ing me around.
"

Gwen knew^ she sounded less than enthusiastic,

but she couldn't help it. What w^ould Frank say

if she tried to tell him about this afternoon? He'd

think I w^as crazy, she told herself. Ghosts and

strange visions w^eren't a part of Frank's w^orld.

She knew^ that w^ithout being told.

Frank didn't seem to notice her hesitation. "Ja-

son's the one who should be show^ing you
around, " he said, "instead of hiding out in his

room.
"

Dena straightened the piles of fake money
ranged in front of her. "He's not hiding out, " she

said. "He's w^orking on his play. You know that."

"His play!" Frank snorted. "What kind o( u'ork

is that for a teenaged kid during his summer va-

cation? He should be with people his ow^n age."

"That's not so easy, living out here, " Dena said

mildly. "He doesn't have friends nearby.
"

"Well, then, he could be doing chores around
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the place. Washing -windows. Painting the barn.

Why is it I have to beg him when I w^ant something

done?"

Dena looked up, and for a moment she seemed

to be hiding a smile. Gw^en almost laughed, too.

The idea of Frank Mercy begging for anjrthing

was pretty funny. He didn't beg; he ordered.

"I've a good mind to go up there right now^ and

tell him to come dow^n here and act like a member
of the family."

"No, don't!" Dena looked alarmed. "Don't

start another fight tonight, Frank — I can't bear

it." Sudden tears glistened in her eyes.

Frank gave in. "Have it your w^ay," he said.

"But that kid's turning into a real loner, and it's

not good for him. You'll see."

Gw^en thought Frank w^as probably right, but

she felt sorry for Jason, too. She w^as fascinated

to learn he w^as w^riting a play. He must be very

smart — a genius, maybe. And geniuses w^ere dif-

ferent from other people.

"What's the play for? " she asked, wondering

if it w^as a dumb question. "I never knew^ a w^riter

before."

Frank muttered under his breath, but Dena
looked at her gratefully. "His English teacher

thinks he has real talent. She promised that if he

\^rote a play this summer — and it w^as good —
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she'd try to get the Drama Club to produce it this

fall. Imagine w^hat an honor that ^vould be!" Her
glowing expression said she could imagine it very

easily.

"He'd be better oflFif he joined a softball team,"

Frank grumbled. "I'd let him take the car into

town for that. I don't see w^hy he has to run in

to the library or the hardw^are store tw^o or three

times a w^eek."

This w^as clearly a reference to some earlier

argument. Gw^en listened w^ith interest and w^as

sorry w^hen Dena brought the conversation to an

abrupt end.

"It's your turn, Gw^en. I'm stuck here in Jail."

She didn't look at her husband again, and after

a moment or tw^o, he w^ent back to his new^spaper.

At eight Tessie w^as taken upstairs to bed, and

then the Monopoly game continued. Gw^en

wished it could last all night; she dreaded the

hours ahead. Maybe I'll stay up and w^rite my
letter to Greg, she thought. Maybe I'll w^rite a

w^hole stack of letters and mail one of them every

day. That'll impress him.

She moved her game piece along the board and

thought about how^ strange it w^as to have to try

to impress your ow^n brother. Aunt Mary always

said you should fight for w^hat you w^anted, but

Gw^en w^ished she didn't have to fight for Greg's
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attention. She'd do it if she had to, but she didn't

like it.

Still, when the first letter was finished, well

after midnight, she was pleased with it. She'd

finally decided to say nothing at all about Mercy
Manor being haunted; instead she had tried to

let Greg know^ what he was missing by making

her stay in Winfield.

. . . / don 't have much to do here — judt afew chored,

which are easy for me because Aunt Mary taught me
all about keeping house and I love it. I love to cook,

too, but Dena doed the cooking, do I don't have a chance.

I really midd it. AuntMary let me make dinner a couple

of timed a week, and that wad FUN. Cooking and

cleaning are two of my favorite thingd. . . . She won-
dered if she w^as pressing too hard. But she had

to make sure they understood. Surely Liz w^ould

w^elcome a houseguest w^ho w^as eager to help.

I'll just keep telling them that in every letter,

she decided. She tucked the letter into an enve-

lope and undressed slo^vly, putting ofiP as long as

possible the moment when there w^ould be noth-

ing to think about except a ghost-girl prowling

the hall just outside her door.

Maybe the girl w^as haunting the riverbank

now^; Gw^en hoped so. She closed her eyes, and

at once the scene at the river came back so vividly
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that she cowered under the covers. For the hun-

dredth time, she wondered who the tw^o men in

the boat could be and w^hy the girl w^as w^atching

them.

I'm going to be aw^ake all night, she thought

miserably. And right after that she fell sound

asleep, without a creak, a footstep, or a bad dream

to disturb her for the rest of the night.

When she w^ent dow^nstairs the next morning,

Jason was alone in the kitchen. Through the w^in-

dow^, Gw^en saw^ Dena busy at the clothesline and

Tessie playing nearby.

"My dad says I should drive you into tow^n if

you w^ant to go. What do you say?" Jason looked

at her hopefully.

Gwen hesitated. Julie w^ouldn't be home for a

long time, and there w^asn't anyone else in Win-

field she w^as ready to see right now^.

"I guess I could look around the mall for a

w^hile," she said slow^ly. "If you don't have any-

thing else to do.
"

"I'll go to the library." He smiled, and she w^as

surprised again at how^ the smile changed his

looks. "You can stay at the mall as long as you
w^ant."

Dena seemed pleased w^hen she heard their
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plans. "Do you need some money, Gwen?" she

asked. "We must decide on an allowance for

you."

"My brother gave me twenty dollars before he

left," Gw^en told her. "I haven't spent any of it."

"Well, that w^as thoughtful of him, wasn't it?"

Dena patted her shoulder. "But you're still going

to need an allow^ance. We'll talk to Frank."

"If you're handing out money — " Jason ex-

tended his hand, but his mother just laughed.

"I don't think your allow^ance is likely to grow^

until the barn gets painted," she said. "Your fa-

ther has made that pretty clear."

"Clear enough," Jason muttered. "But I could

use some money now^."

"I can lend you some," Gwen oflPered impul-

sively.

After a quick glance at his mother, Jason shook

his head. "I'll manage," he said. "Let's get going

if w^e're going to go."

The trip to tow^n began in silence, with Gwen
full of questions w^aiting to be asked.

"What kind of play are you w^riting?" she

asked, w^hen it became clear that he w^asn't going

to start a conversation. "Or is it a secret?"

"It's not a secret." Jason sounded annoyed,

then seemed to decide she w^as genuinely inter-

ested. "I'm w^riting about some kids in high school
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who get into trouble. Mrs. Sampson — she's my
EngUsh teacher — she says writers should w^rite

about w^hat they know^. Especially young ones."

"Are you going to send it to a big Broadway
producer w^hen it's finished?

"

Jason rolled his eyes. "Of course not. What
Broadw^ay producer is going to look at a high

school kid's play? But there are some contests I

can enter. And Mrs. Sampson says if it's good

enough she'll get the Drama Club to put it on at

school."

"That's w^hat your mom told me. I just

thought —
"I'd rather have it produced in school than on

Broadw^ay," Jason said soberly. "My dad isn't

the only one w^ho thinks I'm a nerd.
"

Gw^en decided that w^as probably true. She

knew^ the boys in her class weren't interested in

w^riting plays. And they certainly w^ouldn't un-

derstand someone w^ho chose to spend his sum-

mer vacation w^riting one.

"I meant it about lending you some money,"

Gw^en said after a moment. She w^ondered if he

needed typew^riter ribbons or paper for his play.

Jason shook his head. "My folks wouldn't like

it. Besides," he added, "I'll make the stufiP I need

if I can't buy it.
"

Gw^en w^aited, but he didn't explain, and she
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decided she'd asked enough questions. A few

minutes later they turned into the mall parking

lot, and Jason let her out at the main door. "How
long?" he asked.

"Is an hour okay?" When he looked disap-

pointed, she decided she could aWays stop for a

Coke and read a magazine. "Two hours, then."

"Sounds good." He w^as gone before she

reached the door.

Once inside the mall, the two hours stretched

out endlessly before her. She and Julie had come
here nearly every Saturday during the school

year. They seldom bought anything, but looking

had been fun. It w^asn't nearly as much fun w^hen

you did it alone. Gw^en w^andered in and out of

their favorite stores, hesitating over a top here,

a headband there, and deciding each time she

didn't really w^ant them. She had reached one end

of the mall and was starting back on the other

side w^hen someone called her name.

"Gw^en! Hi!"

It w^as Sandy Barber, a girl w^ho'd sat next to

her in social studies class last semester.

"Somebody said you'd moved out w^est after —
oh, I'm sorry about your aunt. " Sandy's brow^n

eyes v^ere bright with curiosity.

"Thanks." Gw^en hesitated, then plunged into

an explanation before Sandy could ask w^here she
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was living now^. "I'm moving to Phoenix in a little

-while. I'm just staying ^vith — with some friends

of my aunt's until my brother and his wife find

a bigger apartment. " She took a deep breath.

"They only have one bedroom now^. " She w^on-

dered if that w^as true and decided it w^asn't. Greg

w^ould have said so w^hen he w^as explaining w^hy

he couldn't take her w^ith him.

"Phoenix." Sandy sounded impressed. "I've

heard it's aw^fully hot there."

"We'll have air-conditioning." Gwen was sur-

prised at how^ easy it w^as to make up a stoiy. It

felt w^icked, but it w^as easy.

"Well, maybe I'll see you again before you go,"

Sandy suggested. "I know^ — w^e can have a sort

of farew^ell party! I'll invite some kids from

school."

Gw^en felt as if a trap had snapped shut around

her. Lying w^asn't so easy after all. "I don't think

I can," she said hastily. "I'm going to be pretty

busy. And besides, my aunt's friends live out in

the country, so it's hard for me to get into tow^n."

She saw^ Sandy's expression change and hurried

on. "I'm just here today because they had some
errands to do, and I didn't want to tag along."

"That's okay." Sandy turned to the counter

next to her and examined the display of barrettes

and headbands. "Have a good trip."

55



Betty Ren Wright

"Thanks." Gwen realized she'd sounded un-

grateful, but she couldn't think of anything more
to say. How could there be a farew^ell party w^hen,

so far at least, she wasn't going anywhere?

"Well, good-bye then."

Sandy didn't answ^er. They moved apart, and

a moment later Gw^en escaped from the store and
started back dow^n the mall. Her face w^as hot,

and she had to struggle to keep herself from run-

ning. What w^ould Aunt Mary say if she'd heard

all those lies?

I could have told the truth, she thought bitterly.

Sandy w^ould have felt sorry for me, and she

w^ould tell everyone else, and they'd feel sorry for

me, too.

She hurried on, sickened at the idea, know^ing

that if she met another of her classmates today

she w^ould lie all over again.
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During the ^veek that followed, G"wen sent three

more letters to Phoenix. In each of them she men-

tioned how much she missed her cooking and

cleaning chores, and how^ bored she w^as this sum-

mer. She felt guilty w^riting that she w^as bored —
that w^as another lie. It w^as true that sometimes

the days dragged, but there was aWays exploring

to do with Tessie, and she'd discovered a w^hole

bookcase of novels in the living room.

Talking w^ith Dena w^as fun, too, as long as the

conversation didn't touch on ghosts. Dena re-

membered exactly how^ it had felt to be not-quite-

thirteen and transferring to a new^ school. She

knew^ how^ embarrassing it w^as to have to dress

differently from her friends. (Dena's mother had

disapproved of shorts; Aunt Mary had hated blue
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jeans.) It occurred to G"sven during one of their

long chats that Dena was about the age her own
mother w^ould have been if she had Uved. She

and her mother probably -would have traded

memories and laughed together just as she and

Dena w^ere doing now^.

Still, in spite of the talks and the books, in spite

of having the little sister she'd aWays longed for,

Gwen wanted Greg to admit he'd been wrong to

leave her in Winfield. Each morning she w^aited

anxiously for the mail-carrier's blue sedan to turn

into the backyard, but at the end of the week
there was still no letter from Phoenix. On Sat-

urday a postcard arrived from Julie with a picture

of the Rocky Mountains. Midd you, it said. / hope

you're havingfun. Don't evergo on a car trip with Little

brothers.

The ghost-girl didn't return, though Gwen lis-

tened tensely each night until she fell asleep.

Gradually the memory of the tw^o men in the boat

and their frightened observer faded, until she w^as

almost able to convince herself that Tessie had

been right. Maybe she had fallen asleep on the

riverbank and had had a bad dream.

One afternoon, watching her study the row^s

of titles in the bookcase, Dena said, "There are
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more books in the basement, Gwen. Boxes full

of them, in fact. Come on, I'll show you."

Together, they went dow^n the stairs into a

shadowy cavern Gwen hadn't visited before. The

w^asher and dryer w^ere close to the foot of the

steps. Beyond them, a hanging bulb spread a thin

pool of light in the center of the room. The huge

bulk of the furnace loomed in one corner, and

stacks of boxes leaned against the w^alls.

"What's that?" Gw^en narrow^ed her eyes at a

rectangular shape that tow^ered above the boxes

along the furnace w^all.

Dena follow^ed her stare. "It's a grandfather

clock — my father built it. It w^asn't w^orking

w^hen w^e moved, so Frank took out the insides

and packed them separately. The books are over

there." She pointed to the far w^all w^here tw^o

piles of boxes and crates stood next to a wooden
door. "The crates are full of pictures and linens

and knickknacks, all kinds of things from our

house in tow^n. I keep telling myself I must un-

pack them, but then I think, maybe we w^on't stay

here forever, and I'll just have to pack them up

again." She had begun to sound uneasy, as if the

dreary basement had affected her mood.

If that w^as true, Gwen could understand ^vhy.

There w^as a heaviness in the air. She found her-
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self stealing quick glances over her shoulder and
peering into corners to make sure no one was
lurking there.

They dragged a couple of boxes into the pool

of light.

"There are mysteries in this one," Dena an-

nounced. "Do you like mysteries?"

"Sure." G^ven hurriedly chose a half-dozen

books and then turned to the second box.

"Those are biographies — my favorites," Dena
told her. "I think I'll take some upstairs and start

reading them all over again."

When they had made their choices, they

stacked the books on the steps and pushed the

boxes back against the wall. Gw^en dusted oflPher

hands, discovering as she straightened that she

w^as standing beside the w^ooden door.

"What's in here? A fruit cellar?"

Suddenly Dena w^as impatient. "No! Well, it

w^as. But now^ it's just an empty room. Look for

yourself."

"It doesn't matter," Gw^en protested, but Dena
brushed past her and threw^ open the door. She

reached inside and found the light sw^itch.

Gwen looked around, w^ondering w^hat it w^as

about the fruit cellar that could have made Dena
so irritable. The room w^as small, w^ith tw^o w^alls

lined w^ith shelves. A table stood against a third
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wall. The only unusual thing was the fact that,

w^hile the Avhole basement had only one hanging

bulb to light it, the little room had tw^o, one in

the center of the ceiling and one above the table.

"Maybe this used to be a w^orkroom," Gw^en

said. "Could it have been your uncle's?"

"I have no idea." Dena backed out of the room,

one hand on the switch. "Let's get out of here. I

don't like this basement. I even hate doing the

w^ash down here. If w^e stay, Frank is going to

have to add a laundry room upstairs.
"

They closed the w^ooden door, gathered up the

books they had selected, and scurried up the

stairs. Gw^en felt the tightness seep out of her

shoulders as she closed the basement door behind

them.

Dena's mood changed again, too. She smiled

at Gwen apologetically. "Sorry if I was snappish

down there. I didn't mean to be, but there's some-

thing about that place. ..."

Gw^en nodded. "It's sort of depressing," she

agreed. "Is that w^hy you don't like this house

anymore?
"

Dena didn't meet her eyes. "Of course not. I

do like it — most of the time, anyway. It's just

that I don't — I don't know what's best for all of

us. " She gave a forced little laugh and shrugged

the question aw^ay. "I'm going to start dinner."
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"Can I help?" Gwen wanted to hear more, but

Dena waved her tow^ard the back door.

"If you'll just track down Tessie, that's all the

help I need," she said. "She's usually good about

staying in the yard, but you never know^."

That evening Jason remained downstairs with

the family. Gw^en w^ondered if he'd been w^arned

by his mother that there w^ould be another ex-

plosion if he continued to disappear into his bed-

room as soon as dinner w^as over. He had a book

in his lap and seldom looked up from it, but Frank

seemed pleased to have him there.

Dena sat quietly ^vith a stack of mending at

her side, and Gw^en and Tessie cuddled on the

couch reading Tessie's "most best " books. Read-

ing to Tessie w^as something Gw^en enjoyed.

She changed her voice for every character —
roaring, squealing, grow^ling, hissing — and w^as

rew^arded w^ith delighted giggles.

"I love you, Gwennie, " Tessie confided, ^vhen

they had reached the last page of the last book

in the pile. "You're funny."

For a moment, Gw^en couldn't answ^er. Then,

"I love you, too, " she said softly and gave the

little girl a hug. Tessie was w^onderful, solid, real.

Sitting next to her, it w^as possible to forget, for
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a while at least, about the ghost-girl and the vision

at the riverbank.

When she went up to her room an hour later,

the paper rose was lying on her bedside table.

Gwen stood in the doorway staring, as if she

could make the flower go aw^ay if she looked at

it hard enough. Dow^n the hall, she could hear

Dena and Frank talking in their bedroom.

I ought to call them right now^ — show^ them!

But show^ them what? The rose was harmless, a

fold of red construction paper. Dena -would either

laugh or scold, and Frank would w^onder what

the fuss was about. It's a present from Tessie,

he'd say. Why all the excitement? And he ^vould

look at her the same w^ay he looked at Jason, as

if she w^ere beyond all understanding.

She hesitated a moment longer, then picked up

the rose and dropped it into the bottom dresser

draw^er with her sw^eaters and scarves. Out of

sight, out of mind, she told herself, but she

doubted Aunt Mary's old saying w^ould hold true

tonight. The presence of the rose seemed a w^arn-

ing of something about to happen.

It took a long time for the house to settle into

quiet. June bugs rattled against the screens, and

the curtains sw^ayed in the breeze. Gwen stared

into the darkness. If there w^as one thing she'd
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remember about Mercy Manor, she thought, it

would be the waiting.

When the sound began, as she'd been sure it

w^ould, it w^as so soft that at first she doubted her

ears. She threw back the sheet and stood up,

feehng for her sUppers with her toes. The rustUng

sound became footsteps. They w^ere just outside

her door, or perhaps at Tessie's door across the

hall.

She tiptoed across the floor and peeked out.

At first the hall seemed totally dark, but as she

stared through the opening, a light shimmered
and gathered strength at the top of the back stairs.

A figure shaped itself in the light, the straight-

backed figure of a young girl w^ith long blonde

hair. Gw^en opened her door a little more, and
the girl looked over her shoulder w^ith frightened

eyes, then held out her hand in a pleading gesture.

She wantd me to follow her.

Trembling, Gw^en stepped into the hall. The
girl w^as partw^ay dow^n the stairs now^, her blonde

hair shining. At the curve of the steps she looked

back again, as if to make sure Gw^en w^as coming.

Then she w^ent on, and the light vanished around

the curve.

Gw^en stepped into the deep w^ell of darkness

at the top of the stairs. I can't do this! she told

herself, panic-stricken. Her chest ached so she
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could hardly breathe, and she feh as if her feet

were moving down the steps without her w^ilUng

it. When she reached the curve, the Ught ap-

peared again, a gentle glow^ in w^hich the figure

of the girl came and w^ent. At the bottom of the

stairs it drifted into the kitchen. Then, to Gw^en's

horror, it moved back into the hall, to the base-

ment door.

"No!" She said the w^ord aloud, in a kind of

strangled gasp. She couldn't follow^ the ghost to

the basement. Thoughts of this afternoon, the

musty, suffocating atmosphere, the suspicion of

something lurking, sw^ept over her. As the girl

w^aited at the basement door, she turned and

stumbled back up the stairs.

"Gw^en! What in the w^orld ..." Dena stood

at the door of the master bedroom, her hand on

the light sw^itch. "What are you doing?"

"N-Nothing."

"What do you mean, nothing? You've been

dow^nstairs — w^ere you hungry?" Dena hurried

dow^n the hall to Gw^en's bedroom and drew^ her

inside. "Let's not w^ake up the w^hole house."

Gw^en moved numbly. She supposed she could

say she'd gone dow^nstairs for a snack, but she

w^as too frightened to pretend. The ghost-girl w^as

real; this time Dena had to believe. She turned

on the little lamp over her bed. "It w^as that girl —
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do you remember I told you I saw a girl in the

hallway one night? A girl with long blonde hair?"

"I remember." Dena's voice sharpened the w^ay

it had in the basement that afternoon. "But you
w^ere dreaming, Gwen. I can't see w^hy you keep

thinking about it."

"I didn't dream it. I didn't! I saw^ her again

just now. She w^as right here! First I heard her

out in the hall, and then I follow^ed her down the

steps. She w^ent into the basement."

Dena stepped backw^ard as if she'd been

slapped. "This is absolutely ridiculous! " she said.

"There's no reason to make up stories. ..." She

shook her head. "Maybe you're still upset about

your aunt's death — that w^ould be understand-

able. But your dreams and reality are all mixed
>>

"1 w^asn't asleep," Gw^en insisted. "I w^as just

lying here listening, and pretty soon I heard foot-

steps. I guessed the girl w^as going to come again

because she left the rose. ..." She w^ent to the

dresser and pulled out the bottom draw^er. The
paper rose w^as gone.

"She left w/?atV

"A flow^er. A rose. It's gone now^, but it w^as

on the table w^hen I came up to bed. She left it

here once before. Tessi^ says she's left it in her

room, too."
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"Novv^ that id nonsense." Dena sounded out-

raged, but Gwen guessed this w^asn't the first time

she'd heard about the rose. Tessie must have

talked about seeing the girl, too, and had been

told she was mistaken. "I'm sure I don't know
w^hat it is you think you saw^," she w^ent on, "but

I hope you'll be able to ignore it. You mustn't

w^oriy the rest of the family. Particularly Tessie."

"I'd never scare Tessie," Gw^en said quickly.

"But I thought you ought to know^."

"All right." Dena w^rapped her robe around

her and moved tow^ard the door. "Now^ you've

told me, so let's forget it. No more prow^ling

around in the middle of the night without turning

on the light, promise? You could have fallen

dow^nstairs."

"Okay."

The door opened and closed, and Gw^en was
alone. She leaned back on her pillo^v and pulled

the sheet up to her chin. For a long time she lay

taut and sick, reliving those terrifying moments
on the stairs and Dena's refusal to talk about

them.

Aunt Maiy w^ould say. People can't change the

truth by denying it. Gw^en w^ished she could talk

to her great-aunt right now^. She'd ask her w^hat

a person could do if she knew what the truth w^as

and couldn't make anyone else believe it?
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Chapter Eight

Wedncdday, a.m.

Dear Gwen,

I neverguedded you 'd be duch an enthudiodtic letter-writer!

It'd good to hear from you, but I hope you won't mind ifI

don't andwer every Letter. We've been budy here, and I don't

have much tune for writing.

I didn't know you enjoyed housekeeping do much either.

TeLLMrd. Mercy how you feel, and I'm dure dhe'Ufind donu

more chorcd for you to do. She doedn't want to feel dhe'd

taking advantage of you, and that'd why dhe heditated to

adk you to do thingd.

I envy you, living in the country. Phoenix id blazingly

hot — be glad you don 't have to dtay indoord clode to the

air-conditioning.

Liz dayd hello. She 'd been dhopping for furniture, and

dhe'd having a lot offun trying out new reciped. I'm glad
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to let her experiment on me, because so far the results have

been delicious.

Take care ofyourself, and make the most ofyoursummer

vacation.

Love,

Greg

Gwen read the letter three times. She was look-

ing for some hint that her brother was sorry she

wasn't with them in Phoenix, but each reading

made her more certain he w^asn't sorry in the least.

He had told her she should be grateful to be in

Wisconsin instead of Arizona. And he w^anted her

to understand that Liz w^as a good cook w^ho

enjoyed making their meals herself and didn't

need any help. Obviously, he w^asn't thinking

about inviting Gw^en to join them, and he didn't

w^ant her to think about it either.

She crumpled the letter and threw^ herself on

the bed, close to tears. This w^as it then — the

moment she'd dreaded ever since the afternoon

of Aunt Mary's funeral, and even before. Till

now^, she had been able to convince herself that

Greg just needed time to reconsider. He w^ould

realize they should be together. Now^ the cool,

ofihand tone of his letter told her, once and for

all, that he didn't w^ant her.

But I can't stay here! She stared into the mirror
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over the dresser, imagining night after sleepless

night with the ghost-girl outside her bedroom
door. . . . Someone has to listen to me.

A door opened and closed, and Jason's foot-

steps sounded in the hall. Gwen stood up and

smoothed her hair. She'd promised not to frighten

Tessie, but she hadn't said she wouldn't talk to

Jason. Maybe he had seen the phantom himself

and hadn't told his parents. He'd know^ they

w^ouldn't believe him.

She stepped out into the hall, nearly colliding

w^ith Jason. He v/as w^earing ragged jeans, a

shapeless T-shirt, and an expression so grim that

she almost changed her mind about confiding in

him.

"If you w^ant to go to tow^n, I can't," he said

bluntly. "I have to start painting the barn today.
"

"I don't w^ant to go to tow^n," Gw^en retorted.

"I w^ant to tell you something. It's important."

He eyed her curiously. "Hey, have you been

crying !

Gw^en shrugged the question aw^ay. "Just listen

to me, " she begged. "It w^on't take long."

He leaned against the wall, elaborately patient.

"Go ahead."

Keeping her voice at a whisper, Gw^en told him

about the ghost-girl. "She keeps coming back,

and she acts as if she w^ants me to follow^ her —
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she came again last night. And she goes down the

steps to the basement. Sometimes she leaves a

paper rose in my room. I think she's left it in

Tessie's room, too — at least, Tessie says so."

Jason's expression, intent at first, became

skeptical as he listened. He laughed when she

mentioned the rose. "I bet you read a lot of ghost

stories," he said. "I bet you love 'em."

Gw^en glared at him. "What if I do?" she de-

manded. "That doesn't mean I'm making up this

one. It all happened — everything I've told you.
"

Jason shook his head. "No, it didn't. There

isn't any blonde girl in this house — you're imag-

ining the w^hole thing. I bet you never lived in a

creaky old place like this before."

"Have you? " She hated his know^-it-all expres-

sion.

"Sure have. Our house in tow^n w^asn't as big

as this one, but it w^as just as old. And it w^as

creaky as blazes. Creaky doesn't mean a thing."

"That's w^hat your mother said," Gwen told

him icily. "But I saw^ the girl. Three times."

"You thought you saw^ someone. My advice is

to forget the w^hole crazy business."

It w^as almost exactly w^hat Dena had told her

to do a few^ hours before. Gw^en had been hurt

then, but now^ she w^as furious. Jason wSls only

a few^ years older than she w^as, but he w^as treat-
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ing her as if she were a silly baby. She -whirled

and went back into her bedroom, slamming the

door behind her.

There w^as a pause, then a knock. "Hey. What's

the big deal?"

As if he cared!

"Come on, Gw^en."

She w^aited, fists clenched, till she heard him

go dow^nstairs, heavy-footed w^ith annoyance. He
w^as probably afraid she'd tell his father he'd been

rude to her. Well, let him w^oriy. She was through

trying to tell the Mercy family anything.

Half an hour later there was another knock at

the door. This time it w^as Dena, with Tessie at

her side.

"We just had a great idea," she said with de-

termined cheerfulness. "I don't have anything

special to do today. Let's go to Winfield and pick

out a rug for your bedroom. Wouldn't that be

fun? We can have lunch in town."

"And ice cream," Tessie said. "Come on,

Gwennie."

Gw^en put dow^n the book she'd been trying to

read. "Okay," she said. "If you w^ant to. But I

don't mind the floor the way it is.
"

"Well, I do," Dena said. "And I'd like your

help in choosing something to cover it. " She took

Tessie 's hand and swung her around toward the
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hall. "We'll tell Jason we're going, and we'll meet

you at the car."

When they w^ere gone, Gw^en crossed to the

dresser and began brushing her hair in front of

the mirror. She looked the same, but she w^asn't.

She felt as if Greg's letter and the conversation

w^ith Jason had turned her into — w^hat was Aunt

Mary's w^ord? — a loner. A loner w^as someone

like Miss Crockett, w^ho lived in a big house on

Barker Drive and didn't come out except to do

her shopping on Wednesday mornings. Or like

Mr. Grace, who walked the Winfield streets all

day, talking to himself and never meeting any-

one's eyes. Loners didn't need other people; they

had learned to take care of themselves.

She gave her hair a final swipe, straightened

her shoulders, lifted her chin — and shivered.lt

w^as easy to look like a person w^ho could take

care of herself, but a lot harder to feel like one.

Dena w^as already in the car, and Tessie w^as

at the foot of the ladder watching Jason apply

red paint to the side of the barn.

"I'll help you w^hen w^e come home, " she of-

fered. "I'll do the bottom part."

Jason rolled his eyes at the thought and

grinned dow^n at Gw^en, but she pretended not to

notice. Silently, she climbed into the backseat of
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the station wagon, leaving the front for Tessie,

and fastened the seatbeh.

"It's a great day for painting," Dena said. "Not
too hot." She leaned out the window and called

Tessie to the car. "We'll be back around mid-

afternoon," she told Jason. "There's a pitcher of

lemonade in the fridge."

He lifted a hand to show^ he'd heard and w^ent

back to his painting. He was a hard worker when
he finally got started on a job, Gwen admitted

grudgingly. He cut the grass with care, trimming
around every tree and bush, and he was a con-

scientious gardener. He w^as probably just as par-

ticular about the play he w^as w^riting, laboring

over every line. But even if that was all true, it

didn't change the fact that he was self-centered

and rude and not in the least concerned about

other people's feelings.

Dena and Tessie chattered all the way into

Winfield, occasionally directing a comment to

Gwen, forcing her to take part in the conver-

sation.

"What did your brother have to say in his let-

ter?" Dena asked as they approached the out-

skirts of the tow^n. "Is he w^ell?"

"He's all right." Gw^en tried to think of some-

thing she could report witout giving aw^ay her

disappointment at the contents of the letter. "It's
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hot in Phoenix. And they're buying furniture."

"Just Uke w^e are," Dena commented. "I think

we should look for a desk for your room, too.

You're going to need one -when school starts."

It was nearly noon w^hen they turned onto Win-

field's main street. Dena parked in the lot next

to Carolyn's Cafe, saying they might as w^ell eat

before they started their shopping. Tessie w^as

delighted, and all through their lunch of ham-

burgers, fries, and salad, she kept changing her

mind about w^hat kind of sundae she w^anted for

dessert. Straw^berries on mint ice cream w^as the

final decision. The w^aitress looked doubtful, but

Tessie ate every bite and looked hungrily at the

chocolate sundaes the others had ordered.

"Now^ w^e're ready to get to w^ork, " Dena said

briskly, w^hen the last spoonful was sw^allow^ed

and the bill paid. "The Carpet Mart is just across

the street. We'll start there, and if w^e don't find

something w^e like, w^e'll go to the mall."

The Carpet Mart w^as a long, brightly lit room,

with tw^o aisles running between stacks of carpet

rolls. Dena turned dow^n one aisle with Tessie

trotting behind her, and Gw^en took the other

side. She could see a display of braided rag rugs

near the back of the store and w^as draw^n to it,

thinking of Tessie's "perfect" bedroom. Not that

I care, she reminded herself. It's just a room I
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have to sleep in for a while. She looked up at the

big rug that hung on the wall with smaller rugs

mounted on either side. It ^vas oval in shape, and
the colors — rose, pink, lavender, and w^hite —
seemed to glow^. She could picture it on the bed-

room floor, lit by the morning sun.

"That's the one, isn't it?" Dena had come
around the end of the stack of carpets and w^as

w^atching Gw^en's face with amusement. "It's

really beautiful. Just right."

"Yes, it is!" Gw^en forgot to sound indiflPerent.

"Those are my favorite colors."

Dena squinted at the price tag tacked next to

the rug. "Right you are!" she exclaimed. "A just-

right rug and a bargain besides." She turned to-

w^ard the salesw^oman w^ho w^as coming dow^n the

aisle.

"We'd like that one," she said, pointing. "If

you don't mind breaking up your display."

The salesw^oman, gray-haired and talkative,

seemed genuinely delighted to hear that they had

found exactly w^hat they w^anted. "I love to see

people pleased w^ith their purchases! " she told

them. "This is just a part-time job for me, to keep

busy, you know^. Every time I make a sale, I'm

glad I didn't decide to sit at home and grow^ old

in my retirement years." She took a sales pad

from the pocket of her smock and started w^riting.
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"What did you do before you retired?" Dena
asked politely.

"I was a social worker," the w^oman replied.

"And let me tell you, it w^asn't easy. I saw^ a lot

of sadness in my w^ork. That's w^hy I enjoy seeing

my customers happy and satisfied now^." She took

Dena's name and address and went back to the

service desk to arrange for the delivery of the

rug.

Gw^en shifted from one foot to the other. Her
pleasure in finding the rug w^as already beginning

to fade. She w^asn't a happy, satisfied customer,

she thought. She w^as a scared one. And a loner.

When the clerk returned, she w^ore a puzzled

expression. "For some reason your address

sounds familiar to me," she said. "Not your name,

just the address. It's out in the country north of

tow^n, isn't it?"

Dena nodded.

"Then I think — I think I may have been there.

Many, many years ago. It w^as one of my first

calls after I moved to Winfield, and I got lost

looking for the house. That's w^hy the address

stayed in my mind, I suppose. I can't think w^hat

it w^as that took me there. ..." She looked at

Dena expectantly.

Dena bent to sign the sales slip. "We've been

there only a couple ofyears, " she said, and Gw^en
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heard the sudden coolness in her voice. "I grew
up here in town."

"Oh, well, then." The clerk shook her head.

"My memory isn't w^hat it used to be. Seems to

me there w^as something about a runaw^ay —
"I wouldn't know an3rthing about it." This time

Dena's tone w^as so chilly that the saleswoman

looked startled. She smUed uncertainly, gave

Dena the sales slip, and follow^ed them to the door

\vith assurances that the rug w^ould be delivered

the next day.

They crossed the street and climbed into the

station w^agon. Dena turned the key in the igni-

tion and sat staring straight ahead as if she'd

forgotten v^^hat to do next.

"The mall, Mama," Tessie prompted. "You
said w^e could go there.

"

"We're going — don't w^hine." G-wen had a

clear view^ ofthe rearview^ mirror and Dena's face.

She was disturbed about something, no mistake

about that, but she struggled to smile at Tessie.

"We'll look for a desk for Gw^en. That'll be fun,

w^on't it?
"

"I'm going to look for toys," Tessie said.

"That'll be more fun."

Maybe the social w^orker came the summer
Dena stayed at Mercy Manor w^ith her aunt and

uncle, Gw^en thought. If that were true, would
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Dena remember it? She had been only five at the

time, but she remembered other things about that

summer — dancing in the Kght of the stained-

glass windo'w, hiding in the nooks and corners of

the big house. Would she be aware of something

unusual enough to bring a social Avorker to Mercy
Manor?
Gwen studied her foster-mother's expression

in the mirror and kne-vv she'd get no answers to

her questions. She thought of calm, never-moody

Aunt Mary and tried to guess what she'd say

about Dena Mercy.

Poor girl — she has more ups and do^vns than

a roller coaster.
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"I want you to use it, Gwen. My mother made
it for Tessie, but she's much too young to appre-

ciate it." Dena folded the quilt that had covered

G^ven's bed and in its place spread a new pink

sheet. Over that w^ent a delicate coverlet of cro-

cheted flowers and foliage. "The pink is beautiful

w^ith this rug. Now^ there's one more touch. ..."

She crossed the room and hurried dow^n the hall

to her ow^n bedroom at the front of the house.

Left alone, Gw^en looked around her w^ith

mixed feelings. The bedroom, so bare and im-

personal when she saw^ it first, had become her

ow^n. The oval rug w^as as warm and bright as

she'd thought it would be, and there was a bou-

quet of Queen Anne's lace, picked by Tessie, on

the brand-new^ kneehole desk. And now^ the bed-
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Spread! G^ven could tell from the way Dena han-

dled it that it was precious. Everything in the

room told her that the Mercys cared about her

and w^anted her w^ith them. But not enough to

listen, she thought miserably. Not enough to be-

lieve me when I tell them something important.

Dena returned carrying three small pastel pil-

lows. "Here's w^hat I did last night," she said

proudly, "w^hile you and Tessie w^ere reading her

dinosaur books. They're old pillow^s, but I had

some scraps of pink and lavender big enough to

make new^ covers." She arranged the pillow^s on

the bed and stood back to admire the eflFect.

"What do you think?"

"They look really pretty," Gw^en said. "Thanks

a lot, Dena — for the bedspread, too. I'll take

good care of it.
"

"I'm sure you w^ill." Dena hesitated. "You
know^, I just remembered some flow^er prints from

the old house — they're in a box in the basement.

They'd be just right over the head of the bed."

"It doesn't matter," Gw^en said quickly.

Dena shrugged. "We'll see, " she said. "What
are you going to do this morning?"

"Answ^er Greg's letter, I guess."

Dena bent to adjust one of the new^ pillow^s. "I

have to do a couple of loads of laundry," she said,

and a shadow^ crossed her face. "After you've
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written your letter, come down and keep me com-
pany. We can look for the prints together."

When she had gone, Gwen sat at the new desk

and took her box of stationery from the top

drawer. This was going to be a hard letter to

write, but she had decided she must do it. Greg
and Liz didn't want her to live with them, she

knew^ that. But she had never told them about

the ghost-girl. They didn't know how frightened

she w^as. If they did, maybe there w^as still a

chance they w^ould reconsider.

. . . I'm trapped here, with dcary dtuff happening

and no one who'll believe me! . . . I don't know why

Teddie and I are the only people who dee the ghodt —
maybe we aren 't. But Dena won 't talk about her or let

me talk about her. Lodt night I wad awake for hoard.

The ghodt didn 't come, but I wad do dcared dhe might

that I felt dick the whole time. . . .

She read over w^hat she had w^ritten, hating it

and, at the same time, wondering if it sounded

convincing. She w^as pretty sure she could never

make Greg believe in ghosts, but he had to listen

to her. He might sneer at her story, but that

wouldn't matter if he understood that she had to

get aw^ay.

There w^as one thing more to tell him. She

chewed the tip of her pen, then finished the letter

quickly.
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. . . Pleade don 't call Dena or anything like that. If

she knew I told you, it would upset her very much.

She stuflPed the sheet of paper into an envelope

and carried the letter out to the mailbox before

she could change her mind about sending it. Beg-

ging was humiliating; begging to go where you

w^eren't w^anted w^as w^orst of all. Only the thought

of those long, dark hours of w^aiting and listening

made her leave the letter in the box.

When she returned to the house, she filled a

glass with w^ater at the kitchen sink and stood

sipping and listening to the sound of the washing

machine downstairs. Through the w^indow she

could w^atch Tessie in her sandbox in the far cor-

ner of the yard, talking to herself and occasionally

to Jason w^ho w^as up on the ladder painting the

barn doors. She w^as tempted to go out and help

build a sand castle, but her conscience told her

she ought to go dow^n to the basement. Dena

wanted her company. No matter how firmly her

foster mother denied there w^as a ghost in the

house, Gw^en knew she didn't like being in the

basement alone.

Dena, her face pale in the dim light, looked up

from the socks she w^as sorting and smiled w^hen

she heard Gw^en coming dow^nstairs. "Have you

finished your letter?" she called above the thump-

thump of the machine.
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Gw^en nodded.

"I'm just waiting for this washerful to finish

up — it's practically done — and then I'll put it

in the drier and we'll look for those flower prints.

They're over there, in one of those boxes in front

of the grandfather clock."

Gw^en peered into the shadow^s beyond the ring

of light. For some reason, this second visit to the

basement w^asn't as disturbing as the first had

been. The sound of the w^ashing machine and the

lemony smell of detergent reminded her of wash-

day at Aunt Mary's house. She sat on the second

step from the bottom and w^aited until the w^ash-

ing machine turned itself oflp.

"Finally," Dena said, her voice loud in the sud-

den silence.

"I'll fill the drier," Gw^en offered. She w^orked

fast, transferring the w^et clothes w^hile Dena w^ent

over to the stack of boxes near the furnace w^all.

"These tw^o big crates have the pictures in

them. " Dena said. "Someday I'll have to —
The telephone shrilled upstairs. "Now^, w^ho

could that be?" Dena came back to the steps and

looked at Gw^en. "Do you want to start going

through the crates yourself? There's a vase full

of roses and another of tulips. You can't miss

them."
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The telephone rang again, and she darted up

the stairs. Gwen started after her and then

stopped. If she left the basement no^v, she ^vould

be admitting that she didn't dare stay do^vn there

alone. Dena would know, and it might trigger

another one of her mood changes.

She switched on the drier and rested a hand

on it, reassured by the low^, familiar hum. Dena
w^ould be right back. She w^ould w^ait.

After a moment she crossed the basement and

bent over one of the tw^o large crates. It w^as full

of framed pictures of all sizes stacked on end. She

began taking them out, one at a time, looking

briefly at landscapes and photographs and a faded

painting of an old-fashioned garden. There w^as

a pen-and-ink draw^ing of a sleepy St. Bernard

dog, and another of tw^o little boys sitting on a

w^ide sw^ing — but no vases of roses and tulips.

She shifted her knees and reached for the sec-

ond crate, dragging it out and aw^ay from the

grandfather clock. More photographs — an old

lady wearing an apron, a young man posed

proudly next to the cab of a truck. She pulled

out a third photograph and caught her breath.

There w^ere tw^o figures in this one: a dark-haired

man seated on a straight-backed chair and, be-

hind him, a much younger man. They w^ere smil-
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ing and relaxed, but GAven recognized them at

once. She had seen them before in the boat at the

riverbank.

As she stared, she became aware of a change

in the basement. She could no longer hear the

hum of the drier. The air had turned damp and

musty. She started to scramble to her feet, but

as she struggled, there was a movement above

her. She looked up and saw^ the grandfather clock

tilted forward, ready to fall.

Afterward, Gw^en w^as never quite sure w^hat

had happened next. She remembered tumbling

backw^ard onto the concrete floor w^ith the clock

arcing dow^n toward her, the carved peak above

the dial pointing at her chest. Then there w^as a

w^hirl of movement, a flash of gold, and a crash

that seemed to shake the foundations of the

house.

Footsteps raced dow^n the basement stairs. The
drier began to hum again. Dena was standing

over her, looking dow^n in horror.

"Gw^en, are you all right? Oh, Gw^en!"

Gw^en sat up and stared at the clock lying at

her side. "It fell," she said unnecessarily. "I'm

sorry — maybe I bumped it w^hen I moved the

crate of pictures. I bet it's ruined.
"

Together they lifted the tall clock-case and

shoved it back against the w^all. The dial-cover
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and the glass pendulum case were shattered, but

the wood was intact except for a long gouge on

one side.

"Do you think it can be fixed?"

Dena's eyes w^ere still wide with fright. "Of

course it can. The important thing is that you're

all right. If the clock had landed on top of you,

it might have killed you!" She threw her arms

around Gwen and hugged her. "When I heard

that crash, I thought — I thought — I don't

know what I thought!" She stepped back with a

shaky laugh. "Oh, dear, I left Mrs. Adams on the

line w^ithout a w^ord of explanation. I'd better go

back and see if she's still waiting."

"I'll come, too, " Gwen said. "We can find the

flow^er prints some other time.
"

"And clean up the broken glass," Dena said.

"What a mess! " She pointed at a picture frame

lying on its face. "That's probably broken, too."

Gw^en bent and turned it over. The tw^o men,

one young, one middle-aged, grinned up at her

through a -webbing of cracks.

"Oh, that!" Dena took the photo from Gwen's

numb fingers and looked at it w^ith distaste. "We
w^on't bother to have that glass replaced. The

picture belonged to my parents, but I never hung

it in our house in tow^n."

"Why not? " Gw^en asked. "Who are they?"
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She tried to make the question casual.

Dena put the picture back on the floor and

started for the stairs. "They're my uncle Raymond
and my cousin Allen," she said. "They've both

been dead for years. They lived in this house

when I ^vas a little girl." She turned back to Gwen
with a frow^n. "You know^, I honestly don't kno'w

w^hy I dislike them so much. I never had much
to do w^ith either of them w^hen I stayed here that

summer, as far as I can remember. And Aunt
Josie w^as w^onderful. But the w^ay it all turned

out ..." She shrugged as if the subject w^as pain-

ful. "I'd better get back to poor Mrs. Adams. Or
call her and apologize. Come on."

"The w^ay u^hat turned out?" Gw^en hurried up
the stairs, but her steps slow^ed as she reached

the top. It w^as no use. She knew^ Dena w^ouldn't

finish that sentence.
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"She could have been killed, Frank," Dena's

voice w^as sharp. "You'd better bring the clock

upstairs, even ifyou don't have time to fix it right

nov^. It might fall again — I don't think the base-

ment floor is level."

"I'll have a repairman come out and pick it

up, " Frank said. He cut another slice from the

roast beef and looked around the table inquir-

ingly. "Might as w^ell have it put back in working

condition. He can replace the glass, too."

"G^ven really could have been killed," Dena
repeated. "It could have been terrible. ..."

She seemed to be trying to convince herself as

well as the rest of the family that w^hat had hap-

pened in the basement that morning had been an

accident. But how^ can she be so sure? Gw^en
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wondered. I was close to the clock, but I didn't

touch it — not enough to move it, anyw^ay. She
recalled the strange silence in the basement and
the musty smell just before the clock fell. And
w^hat about that blur of movement — that brief

glimpse of gold? It could have been the ghost-

girl's hair. The more she thought about it, the

more certain she w^as that she had actually seen

the girl as the clock began to tip. She pushed it

aside, Gwen told herself. The clock w^as going to

fall on me, and she kept it from happening.

The ring of the telephone cut into her thoughts.

Frank pushed back his chair and w^ent out to the

kitchen to answ^er. He w^as back almost at once,

crooking a finger at Jason.

"For you — the assistant coach at the high

school. " He looked pleased and puzzled. "What
does he w^ant? I w^onder."

Jason didn't looked pleased at all. "I can

guess," he mumbled and w^ent with dragging

steps to take the call.

"What does that mean? He can guess? " Frank

demanded. "Has the coach called him before?"

Dena looked anxious. "Not that I know^ of.

When w^ill you talk to someone about the clock,

Frank?"

He put a finger to his lips. "Later," he whis-

pered. "I w^ant to hear this."
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There was little to hear. Jason's side of the

conversation consisted of "Uh-huh" and "I guess

not" and "I won't have time," each repeated at

least once. When he returned to the dining room,

his face was flushed, and he kept his head dow^n,

avoiding their eyes.

"Well?" The -word seemed to burst from

Frank's lips. "What did he w^ant?
"

Jason sat dow^n and spooned the last of his

melted ice cream. "Wanted me to play on the

basketball team this fall," he mumbled. "Same

old thing."

Frank stared at him. "You mean he's asked

you before?"

"Last semester." Jason raised his head. "It's

just because I'm tall. And I made a few^ baskets

in gym class."

"But that's great!" Frank exclaimed. "It's just

w^hat you need. My son the basketball star! " He
slapped the table so hard they all jumped.

"I said no," Jason told him coldly. "Same as

the last time."

There was a long silence w^hile Frank digested

this information. Even Tessie knew^ enough to

keep quiet, though she looked as if she w^ere

bursting with questions.

"If he doesn't w^ant to, Frank . . .
" Dena began

nervously.
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"You had a special invitation to be on the bas-

ketball team, and you turned it down," Frank

interrupted. "Half the boys at Winfield High

w^ould jump at the chance, but Jason EdAvard

Mercy says no. " He shook his head. "Same as

the last time! Why is it I didn't hear about this

before?
"

"Because I kne^v what you'd say!" Jason ex-

claimed. "Just w^hat you're saying now. I don't

w^ant to play basketball! They practice every

night after school, and on w^eekends they travel

all over the state. I've got things to do.
"

"Like w^hat?" His father demanded. "What do

you have to do that's so important you can't play

basketball?"

Jason sent a desperate glance in his mother's

direction, and for a moment Gw^en felt sorry for

him. Then she remembered how^ he'd laughed at

her w^hen she'd told him about the ghost-girl.

Serves him right, she thought. He doesn't w^oriy

about anyone but himself.

"I w^ant to w^rite," Jason said. "And if Mrs.

Sampson gets the Drama Club to produce my
play, I w^ant to be at all the rehearsals to see what

happens. And if she says the play isn't good

enough, I w^ant to w^rite another one and another

one until I learn ho\v to do it. I'm going to try

some short stories and poetry, too. " He paused
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for breath, then rushed on. "I know you don't

think that stuflP's important, but it is to me, Dad.

A lot more important than a dumb old basketball

game! " He turned avv^ay from his father's red-

faced glare. "That's all I have to say, " he finished

lamely.

"You've said plenty," Frank snapped. "You're

telling me you want to be a bookw^orm — a her-

mit! What am I supposed to do, cheer? A kid

your age should be learning how^ to get along w^ith

people. There's a lot more to life than putting

w^ords on paper.
"

"I know that. " Jason jumped up and pushed

back his chair. "Let's forget the whole thing,

okay? Just forget it.
" He stalked out of the dining

room, through the kitchen, and out the back door,

letting the screen slam behind him.

Gwen looked from Frank to Dena. They were

both grim-faced, and Dena was close to tears.

"That kid!" Frank exploded. "I know what he

thinks. He thinks I want him to get into sports

just so I can brag about him."

"Maybe if you showed more interest in w^hat

he's Avriting, " Dena said cautiously. "Mrs. Samp-

son says he's very talented.
"

Frank shook his head. "He doesn't need any

more encouragement to do that. He can w^rite if

he wants to, but he'd better learn to do a few
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Other things, too, or he's going to be a hopeless

misfit.
"

"What's a misfit?" Tessie demanded, unable to

be still another minute. "What's a bookworm?
Does it crawl into a book? Jason doesn't crawl

into books." She looked so concerned that Dena
smiled w^eakly and put out a comforting hand.

"You help me w^ith the dishes, " she suggested,

"and I'll explain about bookw^orms. We'll give

Gw^en a vacation tonight.
"

When they had left the table, Gw^en shifted

uneasily in her chair. She w^anted to leave, too,

but Frank lingered, resting his chin in one big

hand.

"You're getting a heavy dose of family life,

aren'tyou?" he said after a w^hile. "Must be pretty

diflFerent from living w^ith your aunt.
"

Gw^en didn't know^ how^ to reply.

"I'm sorry about your accident this morning,
"

Frank w^ent on. "Better stay out of the basement

as much as possible till w^e get things sorted dow^n

there. I'll find those prints you and Dena w^ere

looking for. " He smiled tiredly, and Gw^en

thought again how^ much she liked him, even

w^hen he roared. Jason didn't know^ how^ lucky

he w^as to have a father w^ho cared.

Later in the evening she heard Jason come

back into the house and slip quietly upstairs. Nei-
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ther Frank nor Dena looked up from the tele-

vision screen. Solemn-faced, they were watching

a comedy Frank had brought home from the

video store in Winfield. Gwen thought the film

was funny, but the Mercys stared at it blankly,

their thoughts clearly miles aw^ay. When the

movie ended and a sports new^s program began,

Gw^en said good night, relieved to escape the ten-

sion that filled the living room.

In her bedroom, she undressed quickly, then

hurried to the bathroom w^ithout bothering to

turn on the hall light. On her way back, she

stopped, aw^are that something w^as diflPerent.

Ahead of her, the panel of light from her bedroom

sho"wed Tessie's closed door and, beyond it, the

attic door slow^ly opening. As she stepped back

against the w^all, Jason moved into the light. He
w^as carrying his shoes in one hand.

"Oh, it's you. " He sounded relieved and an-

noyed at the same time. "I thought you were

dow^nstairs w^atching television."

"The movie's over." He w^as w^hispering, so she

w^hispered, too. "What w^ere you doing up in the

attic?"

"Working on something," he said. "Don't men-

tion it to my dad, okay?
"

"Why should I?" Gw^en didn't feel like doing

him any favors, but she w^asn't a tattletale either.
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"Why shouldn't you be up there ifyou "want to?"

He made an impatient gesture. "I just don't

want him poking around. If he sees what I'm

doing, he'll know^ how^ much time it's taken, and

then he'll get mad all over again. You saw^ how^

he w^as at dinner. What he doesn't know^ w^on't

hurt him."

"He just w^antsyou to have a good life," Gw^en

said. "Why do you fight w^ith him all the time?"

Jason ducked his head, and w^hen he looked

up again his eyes held the trace of a smile. "I've

been w^ondering the same thing. What good does

it do? I'm just not w^hat he w^ants — I'm not a

basketball star and I never will be."

"How^ do you know^ if you haven't tried?"

"Don't want to try." He started to brush past

her, then turned back, the smile in full evidence.

"You know^ w^hat? I've finally figured something

out. I am w^ho I am — and I guess I'm not going

to fall apart if everyone doesn't approve. Still,"

he paused, "you're not going to say anything

about the attic, right?"

"I said I w^ouldn't tell," Gw^en told him coolly.

"Don't w^orry about it." She w^ent into her bed-

room w^ith his w^ords resounding in her ears.

"I am w^ho I am . . .
," she w^hispered to herself

in front of the mirror and began brushing her

hair w^ith short, hard strokes.
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I'm a person who doesn't know w^here she

belongs.

I'm a person w^ho sees ghosts, and nobody will

believe her.

I'm a person w^ho's scared.

But I'm not going to fall apart.

She could almost make herself believe it.
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when she woke the next morning, the sky "was

the color of wet stone, and the w^indow^s w^ere

streaked w^ith rain. Gw^en w^ent dow^nstairs to find

Dena emptying cupboards onto already crow^ded

counters.

"It's that kind of day," Dena said dully. "We
can't go outside, so I might as w^ell get something

done in here. The cupboards have needed clean-

ing for w^eeks.
"

"Where's Tessie?" Usually it wasn't necessary

to ask. Tessie might be tiny, but she w^as loud.

"Gone w^ith her father to spend a day w^ith her

best friend in Winfield. They met at our sitter's

house last year, and ever since they've taken turns

visiting each other. Frank will pick her up after

^vork tonight. And Jason's w^orking on his play,
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I guess. He was supposed to clean the garage,

but he can't move things outside in this weather."

"I'll help w^ith the cupboards as soon as I have

breakfast, " Gw^en oflPered. "Aunt Mary and I used

to do it together every spring."

"Great. " Dena's frow^n disappeared briefly.

"It'll be nice to have company. And maybe you
can keep me aw^ake. Frank couldn't sleep last

night — I think he's coming dow^n w^ith a cold.

BetAveen his sniffling and coughing and the thun-

der, I didn't rest much. How^ about you?" She

turned aw^ay, as though reluctant to hear Gw^en's

reply.

"I slept all right."

"Good."

The rain w^as coming down harder now^, beat-

ing a brisk tattoo against the kitchen w^indow^. A
cupboard below^ the sink hung open, and taped

to the inside Gw^en glimpsed a picture obviously

torn from a magazine. Tw^o girls, one tiny and
dark-haired, the other tall with long blonde hair,

were w^alking aw^ay through a w^oods. Sunlight

sifted through the trees and dappled their blue

jeans and bright-colored tops.

Dena frow^ned as Gw^en stooped for a better

look.

"What are you looking at? What's in there?"

Gw^en swung the door w^ide and pointed. "The
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little girl looks sort of like Tessie," she com-

mented, "Don't you think so?"

Dena flushed, then reached doAvn and ripped

the picture from the door. "I didn't kno^v she

taped that there!" she exclaimed. "She showed it

to me — I guess she thought it looked like her,

too. But it doesn't. Not really." She crumpled the

picture into a ball and tossed it into the waste-

basket. Then she turned back to the table and

reached for a stack of hand-painted plates. "These

are old and fragile, " she said, changing the subject

firmly. "I w^ouldn't trust them to the dishw^asher.
"

Gw^en ate her breakfast and set to w^ork. Grad-

ually the frow^n lines faded from Dena's forehead

as they fitted new^, bright-colored paper on the

shelves and returned the freshly w^ashed plates to

their places. But she was quieter than usual, and

it w^as clear that the picture on the cupboard door

had disturbed her. I know^ she doesn't care if

Tessie tacks up a picture she w^ants to save, Gw^en

thought. Dena does it herself all the time. So it

must be the picture itself that upsets her — a little

girl w^alking w^ith an older girl w^ho has long

blonde hair. . . .

An hour sped by, then another, and the

counters w^ere nearly cleared. Dena straightened

and stretched. "Snacktime, " she murmured.

"You fix a plate of cookies, and I'll pour some
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milk. Let's go into the living room and relax."

"Okay. " Gw^en shifted a last stack of plates

into a cupboard and then took one of them out

again for the cookies. She followed Dana down
the hall, shivering a little as they left the brightly

lit kitchen behind them. The big house, so cheer-

ful and inviting on a sunny day, w^as dreary in

the rain.

"What w^eather!" Dena set the glasses on an

end table next to the couch and reached tow^ard

a lamp. As she did so, a tiny movement on the

other side of the room caught Gw^en's eye.

"Dena, look! " She pointed at the rocking chair

close to the bay w^indow^. The ghost-girl was sit-

ting there, one w^hite hand on the arm of the chair,

the other in her lap. When Gw^en spoke, she

turned slightly, and their eyes met in a long look.

The cookie plate tilted, spilling its contents to the

floor.

"What is it?" Dena looked from Gw^en to the

bay w^indow^. "What's w^rong? Did you see a

mouse?"

The rocking chair w^as empty.

"Mice w^on't hurt you." Dena sounded amused.

"They're part of living in the country — though

not the most pleasant part, I'll admit. I'll set a

couple of traps tonight."

Gw^en w^as rigid w^ith shock. "N-not a mouse,"
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she Stammered, "It was that girl — the one I told

you about. She was sitting right there, looking

out the w^indow^."

Dena's face lost its color. "Not again, Gw^en,"

she groaned. "Don't say things like that. I w^as

right here, and I didn't see a thing.
"

"But / did! " Suddenly Gw^en w^as shouting. "I

saw^ the girl sitting there, and I saw^ her go into

the basement night before last, and I saw^ her in

Tessie's bedroom w^indow^ the day I came here.

Why w^on't you believe me?
"

Dena sank dow^n on the couch. "I can't believe

you, " she said shakily. "If I believed you,

I'd — " She stared at her hands clenched in her

lap.

"You'd w^hat?" Gw^en forced herself to speak

more quietly. "You start to tell me w^hat's w^rong,

and then you stop."

"I don't know w^hat you mean," Dena pro-

tested. "Nothing's w^rong. I'm sure you think

you've seen a ghost, but, honestly, G^ven, there

is no such thing. " She tried to smile, but the

corners of her mouth quivered. "What w^ould

your aunt say if she heard you? I bet she didn't

believe in ghosts."

Gwen knelt and began to pick up the scattered

cookies, her eyes sw^imming w^ith tears. It w^asn't

fair to mention Aunt Mary. Life in the little house
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on Barker Drive had been uncomplicated — no

ghosts, and no arguments, either. She had taken

those peaceful days for granted, and with all her

heart she longed to have them back.

"I'm sorry, dear. " Dena slid ofiPthe couch and

put an arm around G^ven's shoulders. "I

shouldn't have mentioned your aunt. And I

Avasn't laughing at you. I just don't want you to

get in a state over nothing."

"It isn't nothing," Gw^en said. She stood up and

set the cookie plate on the end table. "I'm not

hungry. I'm going upstairs for a -while.
"

"If you w^ant to. " Dena sounded relieved.

"We're both tired, and this weather doesn't help.

A little sunshine, and everything will be all right."

No, it w^on't, Owen thought furiously. We're

not arguing because w^e're tired or because it's

raining. We're arguing because I'm telling the

truth, and you don't w^ant to hear it.

She felt frustrated and helpless as she climbed

the front stairs and hurried down the hall to her

room. The ghost-girl w^as becoming more daring,

showing herself in the daylight and close by, but

Dena w^ould never admit Mercy Manor w^as

haunted, even if she saw^ the girl herself. I think

she's as frightened as I am, Gw^en fumed. So w^hy

w^on't she talk about it?

Overhead, the attic floor creaked. Jason must
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be up there, working on whatever it w^as. Gw^en

envied him. She wished she had something of her

very own to think about, something so important

that nothing else mattered.

She opened a window^ and discovered the rain

had turned to mist. Out of sight, just beyond the

trees, a car scrunched along the gravel road. Then

it turned into the yard. The kitchen door slammed

as Frank climbed out of the driver's seat. Dena
hurried across the w^et grass to greet him.

Scraps of their conversation drifted up to

Gw^en's window^. "... sore throat — feel hot . . .

pick up Tessie later." Frank turned his face up

to the cooling mist, and Gw^en ducked backw^ard,

not wanting to be caught eavesdropping. "...

thought I'd better come home and rest for a

w^hile."

She peered around the curtain and w^atched

the Mercys walk tow^ard the house, arm in arm.

Dena's head w^as bow^ed, and she w^as talking

about something that clearly worried her more

than her husband's cold. Twice before they

climbed the porch steps and came into the house,

Gw^en heard her own name mentioned.

She's probably telling him how^ w^eird I am!

Gw^en hesitated for only a moment, then tiptoed

across the bedroom and out into the hall. Dow^n-

stairs in the kitchen the conversation continued.
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Dena was still doing most of the talking, and the

few w^ords Gw^en w^as able to hear made her hold

her breath.

"... have to move." Dena sounded as if she

were crying. "Hov/ can w^e stay here with this

going on?"

There w^as an explosive sneeze that seemed to

blow aw^ay Frank's patience.

"Nothing's going on!" he exclaimed loudly.

"Gw^en has an overactive imagination, and I'm

beginning to think you do, too. You love this

house, for pete's sake. How^ can you talk about

moving?"

"But what if it's true? What if - "

Frank sneezed again. "Craziness! If Gw^en's

going to upset you like this, she shouldn't be

living here. I thought you liked having her!
"

"I do! Keep your voice dow^n, Frank — she'll

hear you! Anyway, maybe she w^on't mention it

again. I told her she had to forget it."

There was a moment of exasperated silence,

then heavy footsteps started up the back stairs.

"I'm going to bed. " Frank sneezed again. "We'll

talk later.
"

Gw^en darted into her room, her mind a jumble

of confusion and pain. She had been right about

Dena being afraid to hear the truth, but it w^as

Frank's w^ords that disturbed her most. If Gw^en's
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going to upset you like this, she shouldn't be

living here. She had thought he was her friend.

The footsteps stopped at the top of the stairs.

She heard Frank mumble something under his

breath, and then the attic door was jerked open.

"Who's up there?" Frank roared. "Is that you,

Jason?
"

"I'm coming dow^n." Jason's voice cracked

wdth tension, but his father w^as already on his

w^ay up the steps, sneezing furiously as he

climbed.

Gw^en sat dow^n on the edge of her bed. Over-

head, footsteps thumped across the attic floor,

and she could hear Frank's heavy tones and his

son's brief replies. What could Jason be doing

up there? she w^ondered. For a moment her ow^n

unhappiness w^as forgotten as she pictured the

confrontation betw^een the Mercy men. With

Frank already sick and irritable, this w^as the

w^orst possible time for him to discover Jason's

mysterious project.

They w^ere coming dow^nstairs. Gw^en wished

she'd closed her bedroom door, but when Frank

and Jason stepped out into the hall, they were

too involved with each other to realize she was

w^atching and listening.

"Sure it's clever, but it's a complete waste of

time," Frank snapped. "Can't anybody else in
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that school figure out how^ to make the thing

work?"
"That's not why I did it,

" Jason said. "You

don't understand."

"You bet I don't!" Frank coughed and blew^

his nose. "I don't understand w^hy you're so —
>>

so —
"Dififerent." Jason's voice cracked on the w^ord

and then steadied. Gw^en saw^ him straighten his

shoulders and look at his father squarely. "You

w^ant a jock for a son, but that's not me. Why
don't you give me a chance?

"

They stared at each other for a moment, then

Frank turned aw^ay and Jason follo\ved him down
the hall. Gw^en tiptoed across the braided rug to

close the door.

Jason had answ^ered his father pretty w^ell, she

thought. He had sounded sure of himself and

w^hat he w^as doing. She w^ondered if Frank had

noticed. It w^as hard to make grow^n-ups hearyou
if they didn't w^ant to believe.
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She dtepped downfrom the bud and looked around anx-

ioudly. In front of her wad a dmall building — a bud

station or a country dtore — and beyond the building,

fieldd ofgrain dtretched in every direction. Other people

were getting off the bud, too, girb dhe knewfrom dchool,

all laughing and calling to each other. One by one they

were gathered up by their familied and didappeared

around the dide of the building. No one dpoke to her,

or even looked at her. No one came to meet her. . . .

Gwen woke up and stared into the darkness,

trying to put the dream out of her mind. It was
hard to do. The endless fields still stretched be-

hind her eyes, and she seemed to hear the murmur
of voices as her friends w^alked aw^ay from her

with the people w^ho had come to take them home.
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Gradually she realized that the sounds she

heard vv^ere not just an echo from her dream. A
man ^vas speaking in a harsh whisper, and Gwen
woke fully as she became aw^are that the voice

w^as coming from the backyard. Burglars! Who
else w^ould be prow^ling around the yard in the

middle of the night? She slipped out of bed and

hurried to the w^indow^.

The rain had stopped, and the moon w^as

blurred behind low^ clouds. The backyard looked

unfamiliar, even sinister, in the faint light. At first

it seemed empty, though the w^hispering contin-

ued. She heard the w^ord "accident, " and then,

"Get this over \vith." There was a hollow^ quality

in the voice, as though the w^hisperer w^ere speak-

ing from the depths of a cave.

Gwen w^ondered if she should run dow^n the

hall and w^ake Frank. He would want to know^ if

someone w^ere breaking in, w^ouldn't he? Then

she remembered his irritability that afternoon and

his suggestion that she might have to leave Mercy
Manor if she couldn't control her imagination. If

she w^oke him and there w^as no sign of the whis-

perer, he w^ould be more annoyed than ever.

She moved the curtains to one side, and as she

did so the clouds drifted from the face of the moon
and the yard was flooded with light. T-wo figures

sprang into view at the foot of the porch steps.
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One of them carried a heavy bundle; his shoul-

ders were hunched, and as he moved across the

lawn he shifted the w^eight in his arms. They must

have already been in the house, Gw^en thought

with dismay. She w^ondered what they had stolen.

If the Mercys had expensive silver, it was still

packed aw^ay in the basement. The television set?

The w^eight the man carried was too long and

narrow to be a television set.

As if in answ^er to her unspoken question, the

figure shifted the bundle again and flung it over

his shoulder. Long blonde hair cascaded down
his back, and a slim w^hite arm dangled loosely.

Gwen gasped and stumbled backward as the two

figures turned their faces tow^ard her window^. An
instant later they had vanished, but not before

she recbgnized them. She had seen them before,

a young man and a middle-aged one, struggling

w^ith a boat at the riverbank and posed in the

photograph she'd found in the basement.

With a little moan of terror Gw^en sank dow^n

on the braided rug. I didn't see them! I didn't!

If she said it often enough, maybe she could make
the nightmare vision go away. Tw^o men stealing

across the lawn, carrying someone w^ith long

blonde hair. . . . Two men who couldn't pos-

sibly be here . . . now^ ... in the Mercys' back-

yard. . . .
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The darkness was suffocating. G^ven scram-

bled across the room on her knees and switched

on the bedside lamp. Then she stood up on trem-

bling legs and w^ent back to close the window,

careful not to look outside. Sleep w^as impossible,

but she climbed into bed anyway and pulled the

sheet up to her chin. She hoped Dena wouldn't

get up and notice the light; she tried turning off

the lamp, but panic sw^ept over her and she

quickly turned it on again.

The hours that followed w^ere the longest of

Gw^en's life. When the w^indow^s finally turned

gray with morning light, she got up and

dressed hurriedly, eager to put the night behind

her.

She w^as about to tiptoe dow^n the back stairs

when Tessie's door opened and the little girl came

into the hall, looking like an elf in her green

pajamas.

"Where 're you going, Gwennie?"

"Just dow^nstairs, " Gw^en w^hispered. "I don't

feel like sleeping."

"I'll come -with you. I don't feel like sleeping

either."

"How^ about your slippers?"

"Don't need em. I like bare feet. " Tessie led

the way dow^n to the kitchen and then on to the

back door. "We can go outside," she said hope-
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fully. "Sometimes there's bunnies early in the

morning."

They went out on the porch and looked across

the glittering, rain-soaked lawn. They were right

there, Gwen thought with a shudder. The men
had w^alked from the porch steps across the grass

toward the woods with their dreadful burden. It

seemed impossible in the daylight, just as it

seemed impossible that she had seen the ghost-

girl sitting in the living room yesterday afternoon.

If I can hardly believe it myself, she thought,

how^ can I ever convince anyone else that this is

really happening?

"If you're very quiet, the bunnies will come,"

Tessie said in a not very quiet voice.

She sat on the top step, and Gw^en joined her,

grateful for the little girl's company. Five minutes

passed, a long time for Tessie to be still. Then
there w^ere sounds in the kitchen behind them,

and Jason came out on the porch eating a banana.

He looked startled w^hen he saw^ them sitting

there.

"Didn't know^ anyone else w^as up."

"We're looking for bunnies," Tessie explained.

"I think there w^as one just going to come out,

but you scared him aw^ay."

Jason sat dow^n next to her. "Couldn't sleep,"

he said briefly.
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Remembering Frank's anger, Gwen thought

she understood. Still, Jason seemed diflPerent to-

day, more relaxed and at peace vv^ith himself. Per-

haps he was relieved that he no longer had any

secrets from his father.

"Daddy's cross, " Tessie said, her eyes still on

the bushes where a rabbit might, or might not,

appear. "He doesn't w^ant you to go up in the

attic."

Jason ruffled her cap of dark hair. "I know
that."

"He told Mama that thing you're making is a

w^aste of time."

"I know^ that, too. It's hi) opinion.
"

"Can Gw^ennie and I go up in the attic and see

it?"

Gwen held her breath, expecting a flat refusal,

but to her amazement Jason just shrugged. "If

you w^ant to. And if you promise not to touch."

"I promise." Tessie jumped to her feet, the bun-

nies forgotten. "Let's go now^," she begged, taking

Gw^en's hand.

Gw^en looked at Jason. She w^as as curious as

Tessie w^as, but his w^illingness confused her. "Do
you w^ant me to go, too? " she asked cautiously.

"Why not?"

They trooped indoors w^ith Tessie leading the

w^ay. In the kitchen, Jason and Gw^en took oflp
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their shoes so they wouldn't be heard. Then they

all tiptoed up the back stairs and on to the attic.

Thin, early morning light streamed through

small windows at either end of the big room. It

touched a cluster of suitcases, a rack of clothes

in plastic bags, and a few^ boxes pushed back

along the w^alls. Otherwise the attic w^as empty

except for a huge carton in the middle of the floor.

The carton w^as upside-dow^n, its flaps splayed

out. Tessie ran to it and bent to lift one of the

flaps.

"Don't touch — you promised." Jason pulled

a cord to turn on the dangling lightbulb, then

crouched and lifted the carton by himself.

Gw^en stared in astonishment. A miniature

stage, perfect in every detail, stood before them.

Blue velvet curtains w^ere looped back on either

side, and a tiny blue and gold emblem decorated

the middle of the crosspiece overhead.

"That's the stage in the high school audito-

rium!" she exclaimed. "I've been there for plays

lots of times."

Jason looked pleased. "Now watch this," he

said. He reached around to the back of the stage,

and suddenly a row of tiny footlights flashed on.

Tessie squealed w^ith delight.

"But w^hy did you build it? ' Gwen wanted to
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know. "What's it for? It must have taken hours

and hours.
"

"It did," Jason admitted. "That's -why my dad

is so mad — I told you he vv^ould be. But I had

to do it to prove something. See, the Drama Club

usually picks plays that need a single set — that

makes the play easier to produce. Most of my
play takes place in a classroom, but there's one

scene in the second act that has to be in the

teachers' lounge. I tried to figure out how to

change that, but I couldn't do it. So I invented a

way to change the set easily — fast, too. Kneel

dow^n and I'll show^you.
"

Gw^en dropped to her knees in front of the stage

and examined the miniature classroom. Five tiny

tw^o-person desks and ten chairs w^ere arranged

in front of the teacher's desk. The w^alls w^ere

covered w^ith skillfully painted chalkboards, and

there w^as a bookshelf and a cupboard in the back

of the room. Bright-colored little books of folded

cardboard were scattered on the desktops, and

there w^as a tiny apple on the teacher's desk.

"What's the apple for?" Tessie demanded.

"Did you make it?"

"The apple's a joke," Jason explained pa-

tiently. "And, yes, I made it — I stole some of

your modeling clay."
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Tessie looked at him with suspicion. "I don't

have any red.
"

"I stole some of Mom's nail polish, too. " He
was studying Gw^en's expression. "What do you

think?"

"I think it's just — w^onderful! " She leaned for-

w^ard for a better look at the tw^o-inch-high por-

trait of Abraham Lincoln hanging behind the

teacher's desk. "I didn't know^you w^ere a w^riter

and an artist."

Jason hid his pleasure w^ith another demon-

stration. "I told you I built the stage to prove a

change of scene w^ould be simple. Here's how^ it

w^orks. " He moved the desks, the chairs, and the

teacher's desk to the sides of the stage. Then he

reached back and pulled one section of the chalk-

board forward, turning it smoothly w^ith his index

finger. A low^, narrow^ platform, attached to the

back of the chalkboard, swung into view^. On it

stood a couch, a chair, and a low^ table. The w^alls

w^ere covered with posters and "announcements,"

and there w^ere magazines scattered on the table.

"Now^ all you have to do is pull the curtains

halfway to hide the classroom stuff" — he loos-

ened the gold cords that held the curtains back —
"and there it is, the teachers' lounge! Pretty neat,

huh?"

"Oh, yes!" Gw^en forgot that Jason had
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laughed at her problem, that she wasn't even sure

she liked him. "It's the neatest thing I've ever

seen. If I was your teacher, I'd tell the Drama
Club they have to put on your play. I'd make

them do it."

Jason grinned. "You haven't even read it.

Maybe you'd think it w^as aw^ful.
"

"No, I w^ouldn't, " Gw^en said earnestly. "I

mean, you'd know^ if it w^as aw^ful, and you'd keep

w^orking till you fixed it." Once again she felt a

pang of envy. He knew^ exactly w^hat he w^anted,

and he w^as going to make it happen. He'd even

managed to stand up to his father.

All I do is feel sorry for myself, she thought.

"What's the matter?" Jason asked. "You look

funny."

Before she could answ^er, Tessie scrambled to

her feet. "Mama's aw^ake," she said. "I hear her

dow^nstairs. Can I tell her about the little school?"

"She know^s all about it," Jason replied. "I

show^ed it to her a couple of days ago." He turned

off the footlights and pushed the chalkboard back

into place. "She thought it w^as great," he told

Gw^en. "But she knew^ it w^ould make Dad blow^

up. And she w^as right — he hated it. But at least

w^e had it out. And I didn't act like a w^imp."

Gw^en stood up. She thought of her brother

opening her last letter w^ith a groan, or — more
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painful yet — putting it aside, wishing he didn't

have to open it at all. More complaints, more

"whining — that's what he'd expect. And he'd be

right. Her face burned at the thought. She wished

she could handle her problems alone, the w^ay

Jason handled his.

"Going out on the porch again?" he asked, but

Gw^en shook her head. She w^anted to be by her-

self for a w^hile.

Back in her bedroom, she stood at the window

and stared down at the spot where she'd seen the

ghosts last night. If she was going to solve her

own problems, the ghosts of Mercy Manor were

where she had to start. They were showing them-

selves to her and to no one else. She could go on

panicking because there w^as no one to help her,

or she could gather her courage and use her wits

to find out why the ghosts w^ere there.

116



Chapter Thirteen

"Do you like brown horses or black horses?"

Tessie tapped Gwen's bare knee wdth a crayon.

"Green," Gwen said lazily. "I'd like a green

horse." She was curled up with a book at one

end of the porch sw^ing, and Tessie w^as at the

other, bent over her coloring book.

"That's sUly," Tessie said. "There aren't any

green horses."

"It's a nice color, though." Gw^en w^aved a hand

at the expanse of law^n and the w^all of fluttering

leaves w^here the w^oods began. "I w^ouldn't mind

a green horse, w^ould you?"

Tessie looked pained. "Brow^n's better, " she

said and bent over her book.

Gw^en leaned back and stretched. It had been

a quiet day, and she had slept soundly last night,
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w^ith no interruptions. Perhaps that was why she

felt so relaxed. Or perhaps it w^as because her

fear of the ghosts of Mercy Manor w^as not quite

so intense now^ that she had made up her mind

to solve the mystery behind their coming. Not
that I w^ant to see them again, she admitted to

herself. But if they do come back, next time I'm

going to be ready.

"Telephone, Gw^en." Dena spoke through the

screen, smiling at the girls in their cozy nest of

cushions. "I think it's one of your friends from

school."

Gw^en jumped up and hurried into the house.

She hoped the caller w^asn't Sandy Barber. She

still felt uncomfortable every time she remem-

bered their meeting in the mall.

"Gw^en? It's Julie."

"Julie!" Gwen turned just in time to see Jason

pass the doorway. He grinned as her voice shot

up in a squeal of delight.

"I'm home — just an hour ago. How^ are you?

Can you come to tow^n Saturday and stay over-

night? " The w^ords tumbled out w^ithout a break.

"My mom w^ants me to help her with the laundry

and cleaning and stuff the rest of this w^eek."

Saturday w^as tw^o whole days aw^ay, but it

didn't matter. Julie w^as back in Winfield!
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"That'll be fine," Gwen said eagerly. "I'll get Ja-

son to bring me."

"Who's Jason?"

"He's my — my foster brother." The words

sounded awlcward. She hurried on, in case Jason

was still listening. "I've got lots to tell you. Did

you have a good time in Oregon?"

"Great, except that my brothers w^ere pests all

the way out there and all the w^ay back. You're

lucky to have a brother old enough to drive. Mine
aren't good for anything."

"Julie, shame on you! " Gw^en heard Julie's

mother in the background, and she giggled. Sat-

urday! she thought. Oh, Saturday! It w^as going

to be hard to w^ait.

Later, w^hen she w^andered into the living

room, Dena and Jason smiled at her. "You
look — shining," Dena told her. "Was that your

friend w^ho's been aw^ay on vacation?"

"Julie." Gw^en nodded happily. "She w^ants

me to sleep over at her house Saturday. Is that

okay?"

"Of course. She'll have to come out here to

stay with you sometime, too. You can invite any-

one you w^ant, you know^. We can put up a cot

in your room."

"That'll be fun," Gwen said politely. But she
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heard the hesitation in her own voice, as she pic-

tured JuUe walking around a corner and con-

fronting the ghost-girl. Or looking out the

window at night and seeing . . . Resolutely, she

turned away from those thoughts. Once she

solved the mystery of the ghosts, everything

w^ould change.

"I'll take you to tow^n on Saturday," Jason

offered. "I want to pick up a couple more props

for my stage set."

He said it casually, but Gw^en could tell he liked

talking openly about his work. She glanced over

her shoulder, half-expecting to see Frank scow^l-

ing in the doorway. Then she remembered that

he'd gone back to work today, still sneezing.

When she returned to the porch, Tessie was

busy with a new^ page in her coloring book. "What

color should I make the rooster?" she wondered.

"Pink and purple," Gwen suggested. "Or blue

and green —- that would be neat." She threw her-

self down on the swing to think about Saturday.

"How about black and silver?" Jason sug-

gested, following her out and sitting down be-

tw^een them. "A sort of metal robot-rooster."

"You're making all that up," Tessie said scorn-

fully. "Red and yellow are better."

"Tessie takes after my dad," Jason said. "She

doesn't like craziness, do you, kid?"
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But neither do you, thought GAven. Seeing

ghosts is a kind of craziness, and you certainly

didn't want to hear about that! Still, she wasn't

nearly as angry with him as she had been before.

They had a lot in common, even if he didn't realize

it.

"You know^ w^hat? " Jason demanded suddenly.

"Just now^, in the living room, that w^as the first

time I ever saw^you looking happy. Really happy,I"mean.

Gw^en turned to him in surprise. "Well, I

haven't heard y^w do much but gripe and grumble

since I got here, " she retorted. Then she relented.

"But I guess you have a lot on your mind. I'd

like to read your play some time — if you v^^ant

me to."

"Okay."

They sat companionably, looking out over the

yard at a pair of robins arguing about a juicy

w^orm. Gw^en w^ished she could make this moment
last.

"Red andyellow^ are best," Tessie said smugly.

"I told you so." She held up the book so they

could see.

That night Gw^en w^ent to bed w^earing jeans

and a T-shirt, her sneakers close by w^here she

could slide into them quickly. Next to them she
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placed the flashlight she'd smuggled from the

kitchen drawer. Her heart pounded as if she were

already seeing eerie figures moving across the

grass. She had made up her mind that, if the men

came back, she would follow them to the very

edge of the woods. But only that far! She would

try to see w^here they w^ere going, but she couldn't

possibly go in after them. And she would have

to be ready to move quickly if she was going to

do even that much.

When her digital clock said midnight, she

slipped out of bed and crouched in front of the

window. Moonlight silvered the lawn; she could

hardly make out the bulk of the barn in the dark-

ness. Insects sang, and something small and roly-

poly waddled across the grass between the deep-

est shadow^s.

When the first sound came, it was so close that

Gwen rocked back on her heels in fright. Tessie's

door had opened. Maybe she was going to the

bathroom, Gwen thought, but the steps that

sounded in the hall were not Tessie's. And they

w^ere going tow^ard the back stairs.

G^ven stepped into her sneakers and snatched

up the flashlight. She hurried out into the hall.

Tessie's door w^as open a couple of inches. She

pushed it far enough to peek in and make sure

the little girl was still snuggled in bed. Then,
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flashlight in hand, G'sven started down the stairs.

The pencil of light cut through total darkness

until she reached the back hall. There, a pale glow

from the open basement door told her what she

w^as going to have to do next.

Reluctantly, she peered into the basement. The
figure of the ghost-girl hovered halfway dow^n the

stairs in its cocoon of shimmering light. As Gw^en

hesitated, not sure she could make herself follow^,

the girl turned and looked back, then raised one

hand in a pleading gesture.

I've got to go w^ith her. Gw^en tried desperately

to call up the determination she had felt a few^

minutes before. Trembling, she took one step,

then another, dow^n into the basement she'd never

w^anted to visit again.

When she reached the bottom, the ghost w^as

already halfway across the big, dark room.

Gw^en's stomach lurched as she saw^ a strip of

light under the door leading to the fruit cellar.

There w^as a murmur of voices from the other

side. She recognized one of them; it w^as the same

harsh w^hisper she'd heard in the yard two nights

ago.

Don't go in! She w^anted to shout a w^arning

to the girl w^ho w^as moving more slow^ly now^,

with frequent glances backw^ard. Sick at heart,

Gw^en realized she couldn't change w^hatever w^as
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about to happen. This Avas why the ghost-girl had

wanted her to foUow^. This w^as w^hat she w^as

supposed to see.

"WHO'S DOWN THERE?"
Light flared behind her, freezing Gw^en w^here

she stood. The scream that rose in her throat w^as

choked oflFas footsteps thundered down the base-

ment steps. She turned to face Frank Mercy, a

truly terrifying figure w^ith his arm raised over

his head, clutching a flashlight like a club.
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"What is it, Frank? What's happening?"

Dena was at the top of the stairs with Jason

beside her, framed by Ught from the kitchen. She

w^as so pale that Gw^en hardly recognized her.

"Gw^en, w^hat are you doing dow^n here?"

Frank demanded. "What's going on?"

They can see for themselves now^! Gw^en turned

to point at the ghost-girl, but the basement w^as

dark. The shimmering light had vanished. Her
flashlight picked out the dark fruit cellar door.

"She w^as right here — the ghost! And some-

one w^as in the fruit cellar!" Gw^en struggled to

convince them, but the w^ords sounded foolish in

her ow^n ears. There w^as no one else in the

basement.

"You're out ofyour mind," Frank said harshly.
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"I mean it! Ifyou have to pull a dumb stunt like

this to get attention —
"She wad here!" G^ven repeated desperately.

"It was the girl I told Dena about. And she was

going tow^ard the fruit cellar w^hen you shouted.

A light was on in there, and people were talking.

You have to believe me!" Now that she'd started,

she wanted to tell him about the figures in the

yard, too, but the look on his face stopped her.

"Somebody's been talking all right," he said

angrily, "and I don't mean ghosts in the fruit

cellar! You've been scaring Dena out of her w^its

w^ith your stories. Now^ go on upstairs."

Gvi^en edged past him and made her ^vay up

the steps. At the top Jason and Dena moved back

and followed her into the kitchen.

"Oh, Owen you shouldn't have," Dena whis-

pered. "I told you to forget all this — just don't

think about it. Now Frank is angry. ..."

She was right about that. Frank seemed to fill

the kitchen as he faced Owen across the table.

How could I ever have thought he liked me? she

wondered. He looks like he might blow up! As

if in answer to the thought, Frank sneezed migh-

tily and snatched a paper napkin from the rack

in the middle of the table. If he catches pneu-

monia, that'll be my fault, too. He's going to tell

me to pack up and go.
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"Let's not talk now," Dena begged. "You don't

feel well, Frank, and w^e're all tired."

Frank looked at her white face. "Okay," he

said gruffly, "but we've got to straighten this out

tomorrow^. " He scow^led at Gw^en. "Everybody

back to bed now^ — and this time, stay there!"

He took Dena's arm and started tow^ard the back

stairs, sneezing all the w^ay.

When they had gone, Jason shook his head in

disbelief. "Still seeing ghosts, huh? " he said. His

tone was light, but he eyed Gwen intently.

"It's not funny, " she said. "You don't knoAV

w^hat it's like, having people say you're crazy."

"Sure, I do. I'm the nut w^ho'd rather play with

a stage in the attic than join the basketball team,

remember?"

Gwen smiled w^eakly. "Okay, you do know^,"

she agreed. "But they're not going to send you
aw^ay because you don't play basketball."

"What are you talking about?"

"I heard your dad and mother talking yester-

day. I eavesdropped," she added, before he could

accuse her. "Your dad said I w^as upsetting your
mom, and if I kept on doing it I'd have to move
out. And your mom said you might all have to

move. He's right; I do upset her Avhen I talk about

ghosts. It's as if I'm forcing her to think about

things she doesn't want to think about. But it's
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not my fault!" She looked across the hall at the

door to the back stairs, half-expecting to see the

ghost-girl hovering there. "I can't pretend not to

see, can I?"

"Jason. Gwen." Dena's whisper floated down
the stairwell. "Will you please turn out the lights

and come up to bed?"

They stared at each other. Then Jason reached

for the light switch, and Gwen turned on the

flashlight she w^as clutching.

"What do you mean, you force her to think

about things she doesn't want to think about?"

Jason asked in a low^ voice. "My mother doesn't

have any deep, dark secrets.
"

"I don't know^ w^hat I mean. " That w^as the

trouble, Gw^en thought, as she turned in to her

bedroom and closed the door behind her. How-
could you try to solve a mystery if you didn't

know^ w^hat the real mystery -was?

She climbed into bed and thought about w^hat

had happened in these last frightening minutes.

The ghost-girl w^anted me to follow^ her dow^n to

the basement — I'm sure of that. And I'm sure

there w^as someone — or something —• in the

fruit cellar tonight, no matter w^hat Frank says.

But I still don't know^ w^ho the girl is or w^hy she

w^ants me to foUow^ her, and I don't know ^vhy

Dena doesn't like to hear about her.

128



The Ghosts of Mercy Manor

She was no closer to finding answers to her

questions than she had been before, and now^

Frank w^as furious w^ith her. All that determina-

tion to solve the mystery by herself had just made
things worse.

She w^oke early, but the sound of Frank's deep

voice dow^n in the kitchen kept her in her room.

She didn't w^ant to face him any sooner than she

had to. Maybe if she could talk to him quietly,

she thought, w^ithout Dena standing by looking

terrified. . . .

The back door opened and closed, and from

her w^indow^ she w^atched Frank stride across the

yard to the car and stand there a moment before

getting in. He's feeling better, she thought, and

her spirits lifted a bit. If Frank was beginning to

recover from his cold, he might be more forgiving

about w^hat had happened last night. But then

she saw^ his shoulders slump tiredly, and w^hen

he climbed into the car, his expression w^as

grim.

Jason w^as still at the table, nibbling toast and

reading w^hen she w^ent dow^nstairs. Before he

could speak, Tessie dashed in from the dining

room to make elaborate shushing noises.

"Mama's resting," she said importantly. "She

has a bad headache.
"
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Because of last night! Gwen thought, more
depressed than ever.

"If your nriom is trying to sleep, you'd better

take your shoes oflP," she warned Tessie. "You
sound like a ^vhole herd of elephants.

"

Tessie looked at her in surprise but sat down
on the floor to do as she w^as told.

"Little elephants," Gw^en added, by w^ay of an

apology. "I guess I'm kind of grumpy today."

"You and everybody else, " Jason said. "My
dad w^as so mad at the w^orld he forgot to give

me my w^ork orders. Lucky for him I w^as going

to clean the garage today anyway. The sooner I

get that out of the w^ay, the better I'll like it.
" He

looked at Tessie, w^ho w^as admiring her bare pink

toes. "How^ about picking some flow^ers for

Mom," he suggested. "Surprise her.
"

Tessie didn't move. "From the field or from the

garden?"

He pretended to think. "From the garden," he

said. "This once. But not too many, " he called as

she started tow^ard the door.

When she w^as out of earshot, he looked at

Gw^en thoughtfully. "You don't really think my
folks are going to kick you out, do you?" he

asked. "They aren't like that."

"They w^on't w^ant to do it," Gw^en replied, "but

they'll think they have to — especially if I decide
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to tell them what I saw in the backyard a couple

of nights ago. They'd flip if they heard that.
"

"In the backyard? " Jason repeated. "Come
on!

Gw^en stiffened. "Just forget it," she snapped.

"I don't need you laughing at me.
"

"Who's laughing?" he protested. "Tell me w^hat

you saw^."

Gw^en looked at him w^ith suspicion. Then she

pulled out a chair and sat dow^n. "I w^asn't going

to mention the ghosts again to anybody," she said

resignedly. "I ^vanted to figure out w^hat was hap-

pening all by myself. But then last night, your

dad heard me —
"The backyard," Jason prompted. "What did

you see.'

Haltingly, Gw^en told him. "The men w^ere

Dena's uncle and cousin. At least, I think that's

w^ho they w^ere. I recognized them from a pho-

tograph. And they w^ere carrying a body, Jason!

I saw^ them! It w^as horrible!"

Jason propped his chin on his hand and stared

at her w^onderingly. "You know^, you're the one

w^ho should be the w^riter, and I — I'll play bas-

ketball and make my dad's day. " He grinned teas-

ingly, but Gw^en didn't smile back.

"See? I knew^ you w^ouldn't believe me," she

snapped. "It's no use talking to you! But I have
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a theory about what's happening here, and I think

I'm right."

Jason wiped aw^ay the smile w^ith the back of

his hand. "So w^hat's the big theory?"

"That body those men w^ere carrying w^as the

ghost-girl. They killed her for some reason — I

haven't figured that out yet — and I think their

spirits are going to keep acting out the crime again

and again until the truth is uncovered. Of course

the men don't really want people to know^ w^hat

they did, but they haven't any choice — that's

w^hat I believe. And the ghost-girl doed w^ant us

to know^ w^hat happened. That's why she keeps

trying to make me foUow^ her."

"Where in the w^orld did you get all thatV

Jason demanded. "How^ do you know^ w^hat

ghosts want?
"

"It's like you said a few^ days ago," Gw^en told

him coolly. "I've read lots of ghost stories —
made-up ones and true ones, too, about ghosts

that haunt houses right here in the Midw^est.

Ghosts want to rest in peace, but they can't when
something is troubling them. I think a terrible

crime w^as committed here a long time ago, and

everyone w^ho w^as pari: of w^hat happened then

is going to go on haunting Mercy Manor until

someone figures out the truth. That's what I
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think" — she glared at him — "but Avho's going

to beHeve me?"
"Nobody," Jason said at once. He leaned for-

"ward, his long face earnest. "Look, I don't know
what's going on — if an3^hing — but that's my
mother's relatives you're calling murderers. My
folks could never take a story like that seri-

ously — not in a million years. And that's w^hy

you don't have to w^oriy!" he finished trium-

phantly. "My mom's upset because she wants to

be a good foster mother, and she doesn't know^

w^hat to do with a kid w^ho thinks she sees ghosts.

And my dad just wants my mother to be happy.

So if you stay in your room at night, and quit

talking about ghosts during the day —
Gw^en pushed back her chair and stood up. "I

knew I shouldn't tell anyone," she said bitterly.

"Especially you. You don't care about other peo-

ple's problems — just your ow^n!"

Jason looked indignant. "That's not true. I'm

just telling you that if you keep still, you'll stay

out of trouble with my folks. I do it all the time —
keep my mouth shut, I mean."

"Not all the time," Gwen corrected him. "I

heard you and Frank talking after he saw your

theater. You didn't keep still then. And you didn't

keep still at the dinner table the other night."
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Jason flushed. "That was difiPerent." He hes-

itated, then grinned unexpectedly. "Well, I guess

speaking up made me feel better, but it didn't

change his mind, did it? So the advice still

stands."

"Thanks a lot!" Gwen didn't know w^hat else

to say. He didn't believe her, and yet she could

tell that this time he had really wanted to help.

The trouble with his so-called advice w^as that it

left her squarely w^here she had been before.

Frightened and alone.
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Frank Mercy ^vas Avaiting on the porch when

Gwen and Tessie returned that afternoon from a

\valk along the edge of the Avoods, all the way to

the sunflower field. For a little while, Gwen had

lost herself in the gold and green beauty of the

day, but the moment she saw Frank, all her wor-

ries came rushing back. He w^as home earlier than

usual. His expression w^as grim. He looks the w^ay

I feel when I go to the dentist, she thought with

a sinking heart. Just wanting to get it over with.

"We saw^ three bunnies," Tessie reported.

"And a long, dark thing that ran into the w^oods."

"It might have been a mink," Gw^en oflPered.

"I've never seen one before."

Frank didn't seem to hear. "Tessie, go tell

Mama you're back," he ordered. "She's feeling a
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little better, but she's still lying down." He ges-

tured impatiently. "Go ahead now. Maybe you
can get her a cold cloth for her head, or

something."

Tessie hesitated, aw^are that she w^as being sent

aw^ay for a reason. Then, unable to resist playing

nurse, she opened the screen door and darted

inside.

Frank motioned tow^ard the swing. "You've

been aw^fully good with Tessie, Gwen," he said

gruffly. "We appreciate that."

Gw^en sat down. She w^ished she could cover

her ears to shut out what Frank w^as going to say

next.

"But w^e have a problem here, and I guess you
know^ what it is. This stuflp you've been carrying

on about " — he held up a hand to keep Gwen
from interrupting — "it's very hard on Dena.

She's been kind of low^ anyway, off and on, and
I hoped that having you here would cheer her

up. It hasn't worked that w^ay. The more you
insist on this crazy ghost business, the w^orse she

feels. Today she's been flat on her back in bed —
miserable!" Frank's voice rose. "We can't have

that! I think the best thing to do is to make a

change — the sooner, the better. Better for you,

too."

"You w^ant me to move, " Gw^en said flatly. It
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was easier to speak the words herself than to hear

him say them.

Frank rubbed a big hand over his face. "That's

the w^ay it is. Dena can't stand any extra stress,

so before you get too settled in . . . I've told her

I'm going to call the Social Services office. I'll

talk to your brother first, of course. BetAveen us,

I'm sure w^e can figure out something. You'll be

happier in another place.
"

No, I w^on't! Gw^en w^anted to shout it at him.

She stared out at the lawn, the flowerbeds, the

w^oods on one side and the meadow^ on the other,

then back at Frank's unhappy face. He had tried

to be a father to her, and Dena had w^elcomed

her like a mother. If it hadn't been for the ghosts,

forcing themselves into her life, spoiling every-

thing, Mercy Manor w^ould be her permanent

home, and this w^ould have been the family Aunt

Mary had wished for her. She knew^ that now^,

w^hen it w^as too late.

"It w^ould help if you'd go upstairs and tell

Dena the move is okay with you," Frank sug-

gested. "She doesn't w^ant you to leave, but she

agrees that things can't go on like this. She's get-

ting more depressed all the time, and it's your

ghosts that are doing it."

Your ghodtd! The w^ords echoed in Gw^en's ears

as she crossed the porch. They w^eren't her ghosts.
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If they belonged to anyone, they -were Dena's,

and she refused even to talk about them.

Upstairs, the door to the master bedroom stood

open. Tessie sat in the middle of the queen-sized

bed, a bulky album opened across her knees. She

looked up when Gwen came in.

"Mama's taking a shower," she said. "She feels

better now^."

"Good." Gw^en started to retreat, but w^hen

Tessie patted the bed beside her, she changed her

mind and sat down next to the little girl. If she

Avent back to her bedroom — hers no longer —
she w^ould cry for sure.

"What's that you're looking at?"

Tessie snuggled closer and shifted the album

to Gw^en's lap. "It's Mama's picture book, starting

when she w^as a little baby. " With an eflPort, she

turned the heavy pages back to the beginning and

pointed to an infant sitting on the lap of a sw^eet-

faced w^oman. "That's Mama and Grandma." She

turned a page. "And here's Mama w^ith her Aunt

Josie. She used to live in this house."

Aunt Josie had short-cropped hair and somber

eyes. Worried looking, Gw^en thought. Like

Dena.

"My grandma made this book for Mama a long

time ago," Tessie explained. "And then Mama
added more pictures."
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She swept past the next few pages to the last

third of the book, w^hich w^as crow^ded w^ith snap-

shots of Tessie in her sandbox; Jason lying on

the porch swing reading; Tessie in the sunflower

field; Dena and Frank next to their car. Gwen
lingered over each page, reading the captions out

loud, putting oflp the moment w^hen she w^as going

to have to think about the latest disaster in her

life.

"Let's look at the pages w^e missed," she sug-

gested. "You're going too fast. A lot must have

happened betw^een the time your mama w^as a

little girl and now^." She turned back tow^ard the

middle of the album and was surprised to discover

a half-empty page. Tw^o snapshots had been re-

moved from the book, leaving blank spaces above

their labels.

Uncle Raymond with Allen. Gw^en thought of the

framed picture in the basement. Dena hadn't

w^anted it hanging on any w^all in her house, and

apparently she didn't w^ant Raymond and Allen

in her album either.

Then she looked at the other neatly lettered

label: Dena in the garden with Rode.

"Turn the page, " Tessie said impatiently."This

one's dumb."

Gently Gw^en moved the little hands oflP the

page and pointed to the second caption. "This
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was supposed to be a picture ofyour mama with

a person called Rose, " she said shakily. "Do you

know^ w^ho Rose is?"

Tessie looked bored. "Just somebody," she

said. "Want to see a picture of Mama in a long

dress w^ith sparkles on it?"

Gw^en gave up and turned to a page of high

school prom shots. But she w^as no longer listen-

ing to Tessie 's prattle. Visions of a paper rose

hovered in front of her, a rose that had suddenly

taken on new^ meaning.

The ghost-girl leaves a paper rose, she thought

excitedly. And Dena used to have a friend called

Rose. Maybe it doesn't mean anything at all —
but maybe it does! What if the ghost-girl was

Dena's friend a long time ago, and now^ she's

leaving the flow^er as a clue to tell us she's back?

Tessie pointed out her mother on a crow^ded

gym dance floor, and Gw^en nodded absently. If

there w^as a connection between the paper rose

and a real person, Dena w^ould have figured it

out long ago. But for some reason she w^as de-

termined not to admit it — or even think about

it — so determined that she had even taken

Rose's picture out of her album.

"Tessie, Gw^en isn't interested in looking at a

lot of old pictures. " Dena stood in the doorway,

her face drawn and almost as w^hite as the terry
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cloth robe she hugged around her. Barefoot and

without her usual lipstick, she looked like a

freshly scrubbed and thoroughly unhappy little

girl.

"I don't mind," G^ven said. She and Dena
stared at each other, while Tessie continued to

turn the pages of the album.

"Frank told me — what you decided," Gw^en

said finally. "It's okay. I'm soriy about your

headache."

"It's practically gone now^." Dena padded

across the room and curled up at the foot of the

bed. "I don't w^ant you to — " She glanced at

Tessie and started over. "I don't like w^hat you
and Frank just talked about. I still think w^e can

w^ork this out. We can —
Tessie scrambled across the bed, leaving the

album open behind her, and Dena glanced dow^n

at the half-empty page w^here tw^o pictures had

been removed. Her face sagged. When she turned

back to Gw^en, there w^ere tears in her eyes.

"I don't like it, but I don't know what else to

do," she said painfully. "I'm so mixed up, Gw^en.

Maybe Frank's right. I guess you'd be better oflP

ifyou moved away." She sighed. "And so would
w^e.
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"What's the matter w^ith everybody?" Jason ^vas

halfway through his second helping of chicken

casserole before it occurred to him that something

had happened while he w^as in tow^n. He looked

at Gw^en first, and ^vhen she didn't reply, he

turned from one of his parents to the other.

"What's the big deal?"

Tessie rested her chin on one small fist. "Daddy
says Gw^en is going to live with someone else, and

Mama w^on't talk about it, and Gw^en won't talk

about it, and I'm mad." She glared around the

table with a defiance that faded quickly when she

met her father's stern eye.

"I told you w^e w^eren't going to discuss this

during dinner, young lady," Frank said. "You
have a short memory."
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"What do you mean, she's going to Uve with

someone else?" Jason demanded. "What's going
O"on:

"Nothing is settled," Dena said nervously.

"We've just been talking. ..."

"It uf pretty much settled," Frank interrupted.

"Gwen's stay with us hasn't v/orked out the w^ay

w^e'd hoped it w^ould, and so w^e've decided to

make a change. She agrees that it's the best thing

to do," he added, "so don't complicate the situ-

ation by arguing."

Gw^en kept her eyes on her plate. It was

strange, being discussed as if she w^eren't there.

"Is it because of that business last night?" Ja-

son sounded as if he couldn't believe w^hat he w^as

hearing. "You're going to make her leave because

of some stupid —
"That's enough!" Frank roared, so loudly that

Tessie dropped her fork on her plate.

Dena pushed her chair aw^ay from the table.

"My headache is coming back! " she exclaimed.

"I don't feel like eating — sorry." She hurried

out of the dining room, giving Gw^en's shoulder

a squeeze as she passed.

"Now^ look w^hatyou've done! " Frank grow^led.

"Just when your mother w^as beginning to feel a

little better. You kids —
Tessie burst into tears and raced upstairs after
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her mother. Gw^en longed to go after them, but

she felt too numbed to move.

"Don't blame me," Jason protested. "All I did

was ask an innocent question. I'm not the one

who's telling G^ven she has to get out."

"I said that's enough!" Frank smacked the ta-

ble hard. "We're not going to talk about it any-

more, and w^e're not going to hand out blame. Is

that clear, Jason? If Gwen can handle this in a

mature w^ay, there's no reason for you to raise

the roof."

Now they were both looking at Gwen, waiting

for her to show how^ mature she w^as. "I think,"

she began, "I think — " She swallowed hard. "I

think I'm going to be sick." With a hand pressed

over her mouth she dashed out of the room and
up the stairs, making it to the bathroom just in

time.

Afterward, she sat on the bathroom floor and
leaned against the old-fashioned footed tub.

Three people out of five, she thought wryly. It

would be laughable, the way she and Dena and

Tessie had leaped up and run, one after the other,

if it w^eren't so sad.

When she w^ent back dow^nstairs a few^ minutes

later, the table had been cleared, and Jason w^as

busy at the sink.

"You okay?" He glanced at her uneasily, ob-
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viously fearful of saying the vv^rong thing.

She nodded.

"Just answer one question then, " he said. "Is

all this happening because you keep seeing ghosts

and my folks don't believe you? Are they really

that upset about it?"

Gw^en picked up a stack of plates and carried

them to the dishwasher. "You heard your dad,"

she said. "He's upset, all right. And your mother

is, too, but she won't admit it. I'm the reason she

has the headache.
"

"But I told you not to keep talking about

ghosts, " Jason sounded exasperated. "I told

you."

"It w^as too late — your dad had already made
up his mind I should go. And besides, " Gw^en

tried to ignore her churning stomach, "I can't

pretend I've been telling lies w^hen I haven't.

There id something w^eird going on, and it's not

my fault I'm the only one w^ho believes it. I've

tried to tell you. " She looked at him accusingly.

"All of you."

She expected another argument, but Jason

stood very still and stared out the w^indow^ into

the twilight. "So maybe w^e have to move to Plan

B," he said slowly. "It'll be a w^aste of time, but

still ... If it doesn't w^ork, you have to promise

to forget about spooks and ghoulies."
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G"wen frow^ned. "You still think this is a joke."

"It doesn't matter what I think. I just can't

believe that my folks are ready to send you a^vay.

And that you're stubborn enough to leave rather

than admit you're w^rong."

"I'm not wrong." Gw^en w^as defiant. "So w^hat's

Plan B?"
"Well, I w^as just thinking, maybe I could stay

up and w^atch with you for a couple of nights. It

w^ould be a sort of test."

Gw^en took a deep breath. "Would you do

that?"

"For a couple of nights I can stand it, I guess."

Jason vv^ent back to scrubbing pans. "But you
have to promise that if w^e don't see anything,

that'll be the end of it. You'll tell my dad you
w^ere mistaken and you aren't ever going to men-
tion ghosts again."

"But I'm not mistaken!"

He grimaced. "Then just promise you w^on't

talk about it again. They'll go for it. My dad

doesn't w^antyou to leave any more than my mom
does — I can tell. And Tessie looks as if she's

lost her best teddy bear. Do you want to make
them all feel terrible just because you w^on't give

a little?"

"I love your family," Gw^en said, struggling to
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keep her voice steady. "If it weren't for — for the

ghosts — I'd love Hving here."

"So "what do you say?"

"They don't appear every single night."

"I said I'd -watch for two nights, remember?"

Gwen felt relieved and trapped at the same

time. "It probably won't make any difiPerence

w^hat I promise," she said mournfully. "Frank has

made up his mind."

"Wait and see," Jason told her. "Don't give

up so fast.
"

He w^as really okay w^hen you got to know^ him,

Gw^en thought — one more reason to be sorry

she must leave Mercy Manor.

They finished filling the dishw^asher and dried

the pots and pans, making up a plan as they

w^orked. Gw^en w^ould stay in her bedroom and

listen for the ghost-girl's step in the hall. She

w^ould sit close to the w^indow^ so she could w^atch

the backyard, too. Jason w^ould read in the living

room until Frank w^ent up to bed, and then he'd

move to the kitchen w^here he could see the back

stairs, the basement door, and, if he w^ent to the

window^, the backyard.

"If Rose comes dow^n the stairs, you'll get a

good look at her, and you'll see w^here she goes,
"

Gw^en said. "You'll have to believe me then."
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"Rose? Who's Rose?"

Gvv^en explained about the picture missing from

the album and reminded him of the paper rose

that kept appearing and disappearing.

Jason \vasn't impressed. "How do you kno'w

Rose wasn't a pet dog or a cat? " he asked.

"Maybe Rose ^vas a goat! You're jumping to con-

clusions, for pete's sake."

In spite of his doubts, w^hen Gw^en w^ent up to

her bedroom at ten, she felt more hopeful than

she had all day. Surely if the ghost-girl had a

secret to reveal, she would come tonight and let

Jason see her. Or the tw^o men would w^alk again

across the law^n. She didn't care w^hat Jason saw^,

as long as he saw^ enough to make him believe.

It w^as strange to w^ant something so much and
not w^ant it at the same time. As soon as she'd

moved the rocking chair close to the open w^indow^

and had settled dow^n to w^ait, the terror she'd

know^n the night before came rushing back. Read-

ing ghost stories w^as fun, but being squarely in

the middle of a ghost story w^asn't. Even though

the evening w^as cool, her hands w^ere w^et w^ith

perspiration, and she began to shiver.

A little after eleven Frank came upstairs, trying

to be quiet but not succeeding very w^ell. Then
the mysterious creakings of the old house took

over. After so many nights of w^aiting and listen-
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ing, Gwen knew them all. There were faint brush-

ing sounds that might be footsteps but w^ere not,

and sudden sharp cracks that made her heart

leap. She thought of Jason dow^nstairs in the

kitchen. Did his arms and legs ache with tension,

the w^ay hers did? She doubted it. After all, he

w^as there to prove to Gw^en that she w^as w^rong.

He didn't expect to see anything at all.

An hour passed. Gw^en tiptoed across the room
and took dow^n a blanket from the closet shelf.

The cozy w^armth felt good around her shoulders,

reminding her of nights in the little house on

Barker Drive w^hen she had sat up in bed reading

for hours. Keep thinking about that, she told her-

self, but Barker Drive seemed a long time ago,

another life.

Her sight began to blur from staring into the

moonlit backyard, and her head ached. She

leaned back in the rocker and tried to relax . . .

shoulders, arms, legs, toes. Maybe if she closed

her eyes for just a couple of minutes, she w^ould

be able to see more clearly.

It w^as the last thought she remembered. When
she opened her eyes again, silver-gray light fil-

tered through the curtains, and a bird w^as trilling

its w^akeup call.

They hadn't come.

Disappointment sw^ept aw^ay half-remembered
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dreams. It w^as just after six; she tiptoed across

the room and peered out into the hall. The bed-

room doors were still closed. Jason would have

given up and gone to bed hours ago, she thought.

Today he w^ould be tired and crabby or, w^orse

yet, full of secret laughter at w^hat he considered

her foolishness.

It w^as no use trying to go back to sleep. Still

dressed in yesterday's pants and T-shirt, she pad-

ded barefoot dow^n the stairs, carrying her sneak-

ers. This might be her last chance to sit out on

the back porch and w^atch the first sunlight stream

through the woods. Frank w^ould probably call

Greg and the Social Service people w^hen he got

to w^ork and tell them he wanted Gwen to leave

as soon as possible. Perhaps someone w^ould come
to take her aw^ay this very afternoon. . . .

She stopped at the kitchen door and stared in

astonishment. Jason w^as sitting at the table, his

head pillow^ed on his arms. An empty glass stood

in front of him, and cookie crumbs littered the

table.

"Jason, w^ake up." She held her breath, dread-

ing w^hat he w^ould say w^hen he realized he'd sat

there all night for nothing.

"Jason?" He still didn't move. She touched his

shoulder lightly and stepped back.

"What's the matter?" He sat up and looked
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around groggily. "What — oh. Hi." He stretched

and stood up. "Phe^v, I'm stifiP!"

He didn't look angry or sound angry, not yet.

G"wen watched anxiously as he wandered over to

the w^indow^ and stared out.

"I'm sorry — " she began, then reaUzed he'd

said the w^ords at the same moment she said them.

"What are you sorry about?" she asked. "I

thought you'd be mad at me."

Jason didn't look at her. "I'm sorry I gave you

a hard time. About the ghosts. I really thought

you w^ere making it all up.
"

Gw^en held her breath. "Don't you think so

now^?" she asked cautiously.

He shook his head. "I saw^ those guys you told

me about. Right there." He pointed at the porch

steps. "I heard them talking, too. When I

sw^itched on the light they disappeared, but for a

few^ seconds" — now^ he turned to Gw^en w^ith a

somber expression — "for a few^ seconds they

w^ere there, all right. Sure as w^e're standing here

now^."

They stared at each other. Jason shrugged and

tried to force a smile, but it w^as no use. Gw^en

could tell he w^as as frightened as she w^as.
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Even though she was certain Frank was calUng

Greg this morning, even though Dena drifted

around the house all day looking pale and de-

pressed, Gw^en felt as if a w^eight had been lifted

from her shoulders. Whatever happened next,

there w^as one Mercy w^ho knew^ she w^as telling

the truth. Jason had seen the two men in the

backyard. They had been carrying something; he

agreed that it could have been a body. And he

had heard their voices.

"It still feels like a bad dream," he said in an-

swer to Gw^en's excited questions. "I turned on

the light because I thought there w^ere real people

out there, and I wanted to scare em oflP. And
w^hen I did, they just disappeared" — he snapped

his fingers — "like that. There w^as no place for
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them to hide, but they were gone." He cocked

his head at her. "What happened to you — fall

asleep?"

G"wen nodded sheepishly. "I closed my eyes

for a minute. ..." She thought of something else.

"Did you see anyone on the back stairs?"

"I fell asleep, too," Jason admitted. "It w^as the

voices outside that -woke me up. Tonight I'm

going to stand by the window all night if I have

to. I w^on't fall asleep standing up."

So he w^as ready, even eager, to w^atch again.

"I'll stay a^vake, too," Gw^en promised. "If I'm

still here, that is. Are you going to tell your folks

what you saw?"

"Nope." He didn't explain, but she w^as re-

lieved. If he told Frank and Dena, they might

think Owen w^as trying to make more trouble by

involving Jason. They might even assume he w^as

lying to stop them from sending Gw^en aw^ay.

Better to stand w^atch again, she thought. Better

to get proof.

But vv^hat kind of proof could it be?

"Letter for you, Gw^en," Dena came out on the

porch and dropped a long envelope on Gw^en's

lap. "Your brother — that's nice." She smiled

w^anly and stood next to the sw^ing for a moment
as if she w^anted to say something else, then w^an-

dered back into the house.
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Gwen picked up the envelope listlessly. A cou-

ple of -weeks ago she would have torn it open,

eager to read what Greg had to say, but now^ she

w^as in no hurry. She could guess.

. . . I don 't know where you got hold of thu) ghodt

non^en^e, but I hope you can manage to forget it. Fadt!

I don 't blame the Mercys if they're didgudted with you.

. . . She folded the letter and stufiPed it into the

pocket of her jeans. Maybe she'd read the rest

sometime, but not now^.

That afternoon she w^ent for a w^alk w^ith Jason

and Tessie. They w^aded through the tall grass in

the meadow^, explored the fringes of the w^oods,

and w^alked through the sunflow^er field. They

even sat on the bank of the river for a w^hile and

threw^ pebbles into the w^ater, though Gw^en w^as

grateful w^hen Tessie decided it w^as time to go

home. The river made her uneasy; at any moment
the sleepy little stream might change into a boiling

torrent.

"You can come back for a picnic," Tessie said

suddenly. "Lots of them."

It w^as the closest any of them had come to

mentioning Gw^en's departure, though it had been

on Gw^en's mind every minute. She had never

loved the countryside more, had never felt more

at home there. Why had it been so important to

go to Phoenix? she w^ondered, as they started
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back between the rows of sunflow^er plants. Now,

w^hen she was no longer wanted at Mercy Manor,

it seemed impossible that she had longed to leave.

There w^ere stufiFed pork chops, Gwen's favor-

ite, for dinner that night. She watched Frank

anxiously, but he said nothing about her moving,

and she supposed he'd been unable to reach Greg.

After dinner Jason helped to clear the table and

then vanished upstairs. Dena and Gw^en cleaned

up the kitchen together, talking uncomfortably

around long silences. Dena seemed more tense

than ever. Gw^en w^ished she could think of some-

thing comforting to say, but the thought of what

she and Jason intended to do tonight kept her

quiet.

At eight o'clock Gwen oflPered to put Tessie to

bed, then retreated to her own bedroom to read

and w^ait. Dow^n the hall, she could hear the tap-

tap of Jason's typew^riter. She w^ondered if his

play w^as nearly finished and if she'd ever have a

chance to read it. Probably not. With a pang she

thought of all the things she'd miss when she

moved: Tessie 's amusing chatter, the long talks

and the Monopoly games w^ith Dena, Frank's ap-

pealing mix of gruflFness and w^armth.

Quiet settled over the house. She put aside her

book — she hardly knew what she'd been read-

ing — and moved the rocking chair to the win-
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dow. A three-quarter moon hung over the trees,

and the stars seemed close enough to touch. I'll

miss that, too, she thought. Until I moved out

here I never knew how^ bright the stars could be.

She leaned back in the rocker and forced her-

self to take long, even breaths, trying to break

the tension that stiflPened her shoulders and

turned her hands to ice. But the tension was not

only inside her; it seemed to fill the house itself.

She raised her arm to the window^sill and squinted

at the time.

Midnight came and w^ent — tw^elve-fifteen,

tw^elve-thirty. The barest whisper of a step

sounded in the halWay. Gw^en tiptoed across the

room and gripped the doorknob in both hands.

Jason was w^aiting downstairs, she reminded her-

self; this time she w^asn't alone.

She opened the door. The ghost-girl w^as w^ait-

ing, not on the stairs this time but just outside

the door, so close that the column of light filled

the opening. Gwen leaped back and stared into

the thin, sad face. There w^as pleading in the w^ide-

set eyes, and a look of desperation.

She know^s I'm going aw^ay. She know^s this is

the last chance she'll have to show^ me — w^hat-

ever it is.

For what seemed a very long time, the girls

faced each other, and then the column of light
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drifted toward the stairway. The ghost-girl

looked back once, and then again. Satisfied that

Gw^en w^as going to foUow^, she glided down the

stairs.

When Gw^en reached the back hall, she saw^

Jason's tall figure outlined against the kitchen

window^, a lean shadow in the moonlight. The

floor creaked, and he turned in time to see the

ghost-girl move tow^ard the half-opened basement

door. Gw^en heard his quick intake of breath, saw
his involuntary jerk backw^ard. She put a finger

to her lips and w^aited. You have to come, she

told him silently and felt a w^ave of relief and

gratitude w^hen he finally moved tow^ard her.

By the time he had tiptoed to the top of the

basement stairs, the ghost-girl had reached the

bottom. She didn't look back again but seemed

w^hoUy intent on w^hat w^as going to happen next.

Gw^en crouched on the second step and pulled

Jason dow^n beside her. She motioned tow^ard the

thin strip of light glow^ing beneath the fruit cellar

door. Now^ he could see for himself that she had

been telling the truth w^hen she said someone had

been in the fruit cellar the night Frank had con-

fronted her in the basement.

The ghost-girl moved close to the door.

Abruptly, it flew^ open in a burst of yellow^ light.

Tw^o figures filled the tiny room; behind them
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Gwen saw the worktable cluttered -with papers

and boxes. For a moment the men glared at the

ghost-girl, and then one of them reached out and

dragged her into the fruit cellar. The door closed

behind them with a muffled thud.

Gw^en grabbed Jason's arm. "They're going

to — " she began, but before she could finish the

sentence, the door swnng open again. This time

the room w^as dark, but the tw^o figures w^ere

easily visible, bathed in the silvery light that had

surrounded the ghost-girl. One of them, the

younger one, w^as carrying the girl in his arms.

"Move! " Jason's w^hisper seemed to come from

miles aw^ay. "Gw^en, get up!" She w^as being

pulled backw^ard, up one step and then another.

At the top of the stairs, Jason drew^ her sidew^ays,

and they huddled in a corner of the halWay, not

breathing as the men trudged past them and into

the kitchen.

"This must be w^here they go outside." Jason

slid along the w^all and peered into the kitchen,

then reached back for Gw^en's hand. "They're

gone."

Even before they had crossed to the w^indow^,

Gw^en heard the murmur of voices through the

screen. She knew^ w^hat they w^ould see w^hen they

looked out. The men w^ere at the foot of the porch
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steps. The younger one carried the girl, her long

hair streaming. The older man held what looked

like a heavy stick in his hand. They started across

the la^vn, exactly as Gwen had seen them before,

and, as before, when the young man shifted his

burden, a slim arm s\Naing over his shoulder.

"They're going into the w^oods," Jason vv^his-

pered. "Come on! We can't stop now^."

She knew^ he w^as right. This was what she'd

w^anted, and now she had a w^itness to help her

uncover the truth. But the thought of actually

following the men into the woods was terrifying.

"Hurry up or w^e'll lose them!" Reluctantly

Gw^en follow^ed Jason out to the porch and dow^n

the steps. "Faster! " They began to run toward

the spot w^here the men had vanished among the

trees.

"We w^on't be able to see!" Gwen gasped. "We
can't — " She stopped protesting as they plunged

into the woods and she saw the figures ahead of

them glowing faintly in the dark.

"Keep moving," Jason ordered. "And for

pete's sake, don't stumble. Ifwe lose sight ofthem

for even a minute, w^e're in big trouble. We might

run into them head-on!"

Gw^en shuddered. "I'm not going to fall on pur-

pose," she panted. "I hate this!"
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"I'm not exactly enjoying it myself." Jason

gripped her hand more firmly. "But we've got to

find out where they're going."

They hurried on, clinging to each other, until

suddenly Jason stifiPened his arm and held Gw^en

back.

"They've stopped," he muttered. "There's an

open space up ahead."

They crept forward, ducking from one tree

trunk to another. At the edge of a little clearing,

they stopped to stare, spellbound, at the scene

before them. The younger man had crouched and

laid the girl on the ground. His companion lifted

the stick he'd been carrying, and Gw^en saw^ that

it w^as a shovel. He began to dig, forcing the blade

deep into the earth and tossing the dirt to one

side. Up and dow^n the ghostly tool swnng, the

blade thunking faintly as it bit into the soil.

"Let's go back, " Gw^en breathed. "Please, Ja-

son! We know^ w^hat they're doing. I don't w^ant

to w^atch!"

She looked up and saw^ that Jason w^as looking

back the w^ay they had come. Someone else w^as

moving tow^ard them, a frail, silvery w^raith with

short hair and w^ide, staring eyes. They clung to

each other as the figure, its face a mask of horror,

glided past them into the clearing. The digger
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Stopped his work, and both men w^atched as she

dropped to her knees beside the girl and began

to cry.

The anguished sobs were too much for Gw^en.

"Come on!" she gasped, not bothering to whis-

per. "Jason!" She turned to run and screamed

as a low-hanging branch sw^ept across her cheek.

When she looked back, the man w^ho had been

digging w^as coming tow^ard them, the shovel

raised over his head.

When Gwen recalled those next moments, it

seemed to her that she and Jason didn't just

run — they flew. Jason held her hand tightly and

hurtled small gullies and logs, carrying her with

him. The treacherous roots and fallen branches

that had slow^ed their approach to the clearing

were ignored; nothing mattered but that ghostly

figure gliding tow^ard them w^ith the shovel raised

like a club.

"We must be lost," Gw^en gasped, w^hen it

seemed as if they had been running for miles.

"We're going in the w^rong direction!
"

Jason didn't answ^er. With a last burst of efiFort,

they broke out from under the trees, and Gw^en

felt a carpet of grass beneath her feet. Mercy
Manor loomed ahead of them. Darkly forbidding

in the moonlight, it had never seemed more beau-
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tiful to her. She risked a glance over her shoulder

and saw there was no one — nothing — behind

them.

At the foot of the porch steps Jason ended their

headlong gallop.

"Whew! " He released Gwen's hand and turned

tow^ard the w^oods. "Is he coming?" He scanned

the trees anxiously. "Man, I w^as never so scared

in my life! When a guy comes after you w^ith a

shovel — even if he's a ghost —• heck, edpecially

if he's a ghost — " He drew a shuddering breath.

"Guess w^e outran him — are you okay?"

"I think so. " Gw^en leaned against the railing.

"Jason, w^hat are w^e going to do? Those people

are still out there, doing something terrible they

must have done for the first time years ago.

Why?"
Jason kept his eyes on the trees. "Maybe they

have to, " he said softly. "Maybe, like you said,

they have to keep on doing it over and over until

someone sees them and the truth comes out. Who
know^s!"

"Someone like us?"

"Right." He started up the steps backwards,

as if he didn't dare turn his back on the dark

w^oods. "So the first thing w^e have to do is make
my folks believe what happened. And that won't

be easy!"

162



The Ghosts of Mercy Manor

"You mean you're going to wake them up and

tell them now?" Gwen could picture the expres-

sion on Frank's face.

Jason led the way into the back hall. "In the

morning, " he w^hispered. "We'll tell them in the

morning. " But now^ he, too, sounded unsure.

Gw^en knew^ he w^as remembering how his parents

had reacted to her stories of ghosts in the night.

"They just have to believe us, that's all."

"We will," said a husky voice behind them.

"Tell me w^hat you saw^."

Gw^en gave a little shriek and w^hirled tow^ard

the kitchen door. Someone w^as sitting at the

table.

Jason reached for the light sw^itch and flooded

the kitchen w^ith light. Dena, huddled in her w^hite

robe, her face more strained than ever, looked at

them tiredly.

"Tell me w^hat you saw^," she repeated. "I've

been w^aiting. I have to know^. Did they bury her

in the w^oods?"

163



Chapter Eighteen

"You mean you kne"w all the time?" Gwen sank

into a chair opposite Dena, and Jason levered

himself onto the end of the counter. He stared at

his mother incredulously.

"I didn't know," Dena said. "I didn't know any-

thing. But — oh, dear." She broke oflP as heavy

footsteps sounded overhead. "Nov/ Frank's

awake. He'll be furious. ..."

They w^aited, like guilty children, till Frank

thudded down the stairs and loomed in the door-

w^ay. His bright red bathrobe made him look a

little like Santa Claus, but there w^as nothing jolly

about his expression.

"What's going on here?" He glared at Gw^en.

"Are you seeing things again? I told you —
Jason slid oflPthe counter. "Dad, she was right
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about the ghosts. Honest! It's all true!
"

Frank's face flushed almost as red as his bath-

robe. "Not you, too! " he exclaimed. "I might have

know^n you'd be next. And I suppose you've got-

ten your mother into a state again. You ought to

be ashamed!"

"I'm not in a state." Dena's voice was unex-

pectedly strong. "And Gwen and Jason aren't

the only ones who are seeing things. I'm seeing

w^hat I should have seen years ago. " She looked

down at her hands clasped neatly on the tabletop.

The knuckles shone w^hite. "Ever since w^e moved
here, I've been uneasy — you know^ that's true,

Frank. At first it w^asn't so bad, but the longer

we lived here, the more sure I w^as.
"

"What do you mean? " Gw^en asked breath-

lessly. "Sure about w^hat?"

"That there w^as something important I should

be remembering. Something that happened the

summer w^hen I lived here with Aunt Josie and

Uncle Raymond and Allen — and Rose."

"Rose?" Gw^en leaned forward, fearful that

Dena w^ould suddenly stop talking, as she had so

many times before.

"Rose Michaelson. She w^as just about your

age, Gw^en, and she w^as a foster child, too. I

guess Aunt Josie w^anted a companion because

Uncle Raymond w^as aw^ay so much — and w^hen
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he was home, he spent more time with Allen than

with her. At least, that was my impression. Rose

and I became good friends that summer, even

though I w^as only five. We w^ere like you and

Tessie, Gw^en — together all the time — until the

night she disappeared."

"Now^ w^ait a minute," Frank exploded, but

Dena w^aved aw^ay the interruption.

"One day she w^as there, and the next she w^as

gone. Policemen came to the house, and a social

w^orker — that must have been the salesperson

w^e met at the carpet store, Gw^en. They all said

Rose had run aw^ay from her last home and now^

she'd done it again."

"Nothing unusual about that, " Frank snapped.

"Kids never know^ w^hen " they're w^ell-oflp." He
glared at Gw^en and Jason. "I don't see w^hy w^e're

talking about a runaw^ay who took oJBF thirty-some

years ago —
"Please!" Color w^as coming back into Dena's

face. "I w^ant to tell you about this. It's important,

because I don't think Rose did run away. After

all these years of assuming she's alive somew^here,

I'm finally facing up to the truth."

Frank sighed heavily. Then he spread his big

hands in a gesture of defeat. "Why have you
changed your mind now?"

"I haven't changed my mind. I've remembered,
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Frank, don't 3'^ou see? I couldn't sleep tonight —
I wanted to talk to Gwen, tell her how terribly

sorry I w^as about how^ things turned out. Finally

I w^ent to her room, and she w^asn't there. I looked

out the w^indow^, just in time to see her and Jason

going into the w^oods. I w^as going to call out to

them, but suddenly I knew w^ithout a doubt they

w^ere follow^ing someone. And I remembered —
all of it. What I'd seen the summer I w^as five and

had made myself forget. It all came back."

"What came back? " Frank sounded as if he

didn't w^ant to hear the answ^er.

"The summer I stayed here, I had the bedroom

Gw^en has now^, and Rose had Tessie's room. One
night I heard her tiptoe dow^nstairs, and a little

later I saw Uncle Raymond and Allen go into the

w^oods carrying something. I remember standing

there at the w^indow^, too frightened to move. And
after a w^hile I saw^ Aunt Josie follow^ them. She

must have been w^atching, too. " Dena looked at

GAven. "That u w^hat happened, isn't it?"

Gw^en nodded. "We followed them into the

w^oods, and w^e saw them digging a grave in a

little clearing. It w^as aw^ful!"

"But w^hy would they kill her?" Jason won-

dered. "She w^as just a kid."

"Uncle Raymond was involved w^ith a group

of art thieves," Dena explained. "He died in
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prison when I was tw^elve or thirteen — I never

told you that. And Allen worked with him. At
the trial they said Uncle Raymond received stolen

goods — paintings, jew^elry, things like that. He
kept the loot here for months, until it w^as safe to

try selling it. The house w^as so isolated — more
so then than it is no^v — and they didn't even

have to use the roads. The stream w^as a real river

then, before the dam was built. Uncle Raymond
w^ould arrange a meeting place miles from here

and pick up and deliver things by boat.
"

"And Rose found out w^hat they w^ere doing?"

Gw^en asked. "Is that w^hat happened?"

Dena nodded. "She must have. She and I used

to play hide-and-seek all over this house, but w^e

could never get into the fruit cellar because it w^as

padlocked. Uncle Raymond and Allen spent a lot

of time in there, and Rose told me she w^as going

to find out w^hat they w^ere doing. I think that

must have been w^hen she started spying on

them."

"So she foUow^ed them to the basement one

night," Gw^en said, "and they caught her and

killed her."

"I doubt that they did it on purpose," Dena
said quickly. "But Allen w^as sullen and short-

tempered — he probably hit her in anger." She

buried her face in her hands for a moment. "After
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that night, nothing was ever the same again. The

next day Rose was gone, and Aunt Josie w^as sick

in bed, and Raymond and Allen w^alked around

looking like thunderclouds. I w^as mixed up and

scared — a baby, really — w^ith no one to talk to.

I w^anted to believe the people who said Rose

must have run aw^ay. I did believe it. All these

years I've remembered w^hat fun I had that sum-

mer and made myself forget the rest. Till now."

"What happened to Allen? " Jason wanted to

know^.

"He w^ent to prison, too, but just for a year or

tw^o. When he got out he went to California, and

he w^as killed in a car accident. That w^as the final

blow^ for Aunt Josie. She'd spent a lot of time in

mental hospitals, and she finally died in one. My
mother said it was shame over Raymond and Al-

len's imprisonment that killed her, but now I re-

alize it w^as more than that. She knew w^hat had

happened to Rose, and she didn't tell. Think how
guilty she must have felt!"

"And all this time, w^hen you've talked about

it being a mistake to move here — " Frank looked

doubtful, but he was no longer arguing.

"Those w^ere the times w^hen I knew something

w^as w^rong and didn't know^ what," Dena ex-

plained. "I think Rose has been here in this house

ever since w^e moved back. I even imagined I saw^
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her a couple of times, and that made me sure I

was going crazy. Poor thing, she wanted someone

to know the truth about what had happened, and

I w^ouldn't Usten — not even w^hen Tessie began

seeing her, too. Then Gw^en came, and Rose must

have thought she had another chance to make

someone beUeve. She must have seen you as a

friend, Gw^en — a person w^ho w^ould let the

w^orld know^ she w^asn't just an ungrateful teen-

ager who ran aw^ay from the people w^ho had

ofiPered her a home."

Gwen shivered and leaned back in her chair.

If Rose had seen her as a friend, then Raymond
and Allen must have considered her an enemy.

She remembered the day the grandfather clock

fell and almost crushed her. Raymond and Allen

could have made that happen, and Rose — she

recalled that flash of gold in the dark basement —
Rose had saved her.

"So w^hat are w^e supposed to do no^v?" Frank

demanded. "Turn the house over to a bunch of

ghosts and move out?"

He w^as looking at Dena, but it w^as Jason w^ho

replied. "We can tell the police, Dad. Let them

dig up the grave."

Frank groaned. "You're going to tell the police

you saw^ ghosts and they led you to a grave in
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the woods? Come on! They'd laugh their heads

off."

"We •wouldn't have to do that, " Dena said

quickly, and Gwen realized she must have been

doing a lot of thinking as she waited in the dark-

ened kitchen for them to return to the house. "I'll

tell them the truth — that I suddenly remem-

bered w^hat I saw^ that night, and I want them to

look for a grave. Particularly in that little clearing.

They'll do it, I'm sure.
"

"Maybe. " Frank sounded doubtful but looked

as if he'd run out of arguments.

"They w^ill," Dena said confidently. "And then

poor Rose can rest. Oh, Gwen, if it hadn't been

for you, I'd never have faced up to this dreadful

business. It's such a relief to have it out in the

open."

"Jason w^as the one w^ho said we had to follow

the ghosts into the w^oods, " Gw^en said. "I

w^ouldn't have done it alone — never, never,

never! He's the one w^ho said w^e had to find out

w^hat w^as going on. He w^ouldn't stop!"

"Well, that took nerve," Frank admitted, look-

ing at Jason consideringly. "I've never seen a

ghost and I don't intend to — but I doubt I'd

foUow^ one if the occasion came up." Jason's face

glow^ed under his father's thoughtful gaze.
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A door opened upstairs, and they heard Tessie

call, then pad downstairs toward the light. She

appeared in the doorw^ay rubbing her eyes and
yaw^ning.

"What's the matter? Is Gw^en going aw^ay
O"noAv:

There w^as a moment of silence, and then Frank

cleared his throat. "No, she's not," he said gruflfly.

"What gave you that idea?" He held out his arms

and Tessie climbed into his lap.

"You said she w^as. And I told you I didn't

want her to go."

"I've said a lot of things." Frank grinned at

Gw^en, and then at Jason. Gw^en knew^ it w^as the

closest he could come to an apology. "Gw^en's

staying — if she w^ants to.
"

"I w^ant to. " Gw^en struggled to find w^ords to

tell the Mercys how^ much she w^anted to, but she

felt tongue-tied. She hoped they could guess.

Dena pushed back her chair and stood up.

"We'd better get some sleep, ' she said. "Gw^en

has a big day ahead in tow^n w^ith her friend.
"

She came around the table and gave Gwen a hug.

"You tell Julie to come out here next w^eekend,"

she suggested. "You can show her all around and

have a picnic ifyou w^ant. And she can meet your

family."
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.

"^. % ^

^ Praise for THE GHOSTS Of MERCY MANOR:^^#

"...thorougl-ily believable...the suspense builds steadily...

a

fine story." —School Library Journal, starred review

"A delightful juxtaposition of golden summer days4nd
clammy haunted nights to w^arrh and chill the readei"

—Kirkus^Rebkivs

"...a page-turner bound to draw an enthusiastic audience

of mystery and ghost story fans." —Booklist
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