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Book Flap:

In her new novel, Anne Rice fuses her two uniquely seductive strains of
narrative --her vampire legend and her lore of the Mayfair witches --to give
us a world of classic Deep South luxury and ancestral secrets.

Welcome to Blackwood Farm: soaring white columns, spacious drawing
rooms, sun-drenched gardens, and a dark strip of the dense Sugar Devil
Swamp. This is the world of Quinn Blackwood, a brilliant young man
haunted since birth by a mysterious doppelgdnger, a spirit known as Goblin, a



spirit from a dreamworld that Quinn can't escape and that prevents him from
belonging anywhere. When Quinn is made a vampire, losing all that is
rightfully his and gaining an unwanted immortality, his doppelgdnger
becomes even more vampiric and terrifying than Quinn himself.

As the novel moves backward and forward in time, from Quinn's boyhood on
Blackwood Farm to present-day New Orleans, from ancient Pompeii to
nineteenth-century Naples, Quinn seeks out the legendary Vampire Lestat in
the hope of freeing himself from the specter that draws him inexorably back
to Sugar Devil Swamp and the explosive secrets it holds.

Like her much-loved novel The Witching Hour, Blackwood Farm is a family
saga --capturing both the dramas and the subtleties of family as it tells its
story of youth and promise, of loss and the search for love, of secrets and
destiny. It is Anne Rice at her best.

Dedicated to my son, Christopher Rice

My days have passed away, my thoughts are dissipated, tormenting my heart.
They have turned night into day, and after darkness I hope for light again. If 1
wait hell is my house, and I have made my bed in darkness. I have said to
rottenness: thou art my father; to worms, my mother and my sister. Where is
now then my expectation, and who considereth my patience?

All that I have shall go down into the deepest pit: thinkest thou that there at
least I shall have rest?

JOB

17:11-16
DV.
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Lestat,

If you find this letter in your house in the Rue Royale, and I do sincerely
think you will find it --you'll know at once that I've broken your rules.

I know that New Orleans is off limits to Blood Hunters, and that any found
there will be destroyed by you. And unlike many a rogue invader whom you
have already dispatched, I understand your reasons. You don't want us to be
seen by members of the Talamasca. You don't want a war with the venerable
Order of Psy

chic Detectives, both for their sake and ours.

But please, I beg you, before you come in search of me, read what I have to
say.

My name is Quinn. I'm twenty-two years old, and have been a Blood Hunter,
as my Maker called it, for slightly less than a year. I'm an orphan now, as I
see it, and it is to you that I turn for help.

But before I make my case, please understand that I know the Talamasca, that
I knew them before the Dark Blood was ever given to me, and I know of their
inherent goodness and their legendary neutrality as regards things
supernatural, and I will have taken great pains to elude them in placing this
letter in your flat.

That you keep a telepathic watch over New Orleans is plain to me. That you'll
find the letter I have no doubt.

If you do come to bring a swift justice to me for my disobedience, assure me
please that you will do your utmost to destroy a spirit which has been my
companion since I was a child. This creature, a duplicate of me who has
grown with me since before I can remember, now poses a danger to humans
as well as to myself.

Let me explain.

As a little boy I named this spirit Goblin, and that was well before anyone



had told me nursery rhymes or fairy tales in which such a word might appear.
Whether the name came from the spirit himself I don't know. However, at the
mere mention of the name, I could always call him to me. Many a time he
came of his own accord and wouldn't be banished. At others, he was the only
friend I had. Over the years, he has been my constant familiar, maturing as I
matured and becoming ever more skilled at making known to me his wishes.
You could say I strengthened and shaped Goblin, unwittingly creating the
monster that he is now.

The truth is, I can't imagine existence without Goblin. But I have to imagine
it. I have to put an end to Goblin before he metamorphoses into something
utterly beyond my control.

Why do I call him a monster --this creature who was once my only playmate?
The answer is simple. In the months since my being made a Blood Hunter --
and understand, I had no choice whatsoever in the matter --Goblin has
acquired his own taste for blood. After every feeding, I am embraced by him,
and blood is drawn from me into him by a thousand infinitesimal wounds,
strengthening the image of him, and lending to his presence a soft fragrance
which Goblin never had before. With each passing month, Goblin becomes
stronger, and his assaults on me more prolonged.

I can no longer fight him off.

It won't surprise you, I don't think, that these assaults are vaguely pleasurable,
not as pleasurable to me as feeding on a human victim, but they involve a
vague orgasmic shimmer that I can't deny.

But it is not my vulnerability to Goblin that worries me now. It is the
question of what Goblin may become.

Now, I have read your Vampire Chronicles through and through. They were
bequeathed to me by my Maker, an ancient Blood Hunter who gave me,
according to his own version of things, an enormous amount of strength as
well.
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In your stories you talk of the origins of the vampires, quoting an ancient
Egyptian Elder Blood Drinker who told the tale to the wise one, Marius, who
centuries ago passed it on to you.

Whether you and Marius made up some of what was written in your books I
don't know. You and your comrades, the Coven of the Articulate, as you are
now called, may well have a penchant for telling lies.

But I don't think so. I'm living proof that Blood Drinkers exist --whether they
are called Blood Drinkers, vampires, Children of the Night or Children of the
Millennia --and the manner in which I was made conforms to what you
describe.

Indeed, though my Maker called us Blood Hunters rather than vampires, he
used words which have appeared in your tales. The Cloud Gift he gave to me
so that I can travel effortlessly by air; and also the Mind Gift to seek out
telepathically the sins of my victims; as well as the Fire Gift to ignite the fire
in the iron stove here that keeps me warm.

So I believe your stories. I believe in you.

I believe you when you say that Akasha, the first of the vampires, was
created when an evil spirit invaded every fiber of her being, a spirit which
had, before attacking her, acquired a taste for human blood.

I believe you when you say that this spirit, named Amel by the two witches
who could see him and hear him --Maharet and Mekare --exists now in all of
us, his mysterious body, if we may call it that, having grown like a rampant
vine to blossom in every Blood Hunter who is made by another, right on up
to the present time.

I know as well from your stories that when the witches Mekare and Maharet
were made Blood Hunters, they lost the ability to see and talk to spirits. And
indeed my Maker told me that I would lose mine.

But I assure you, I have not lost my powers as a seer of spirits. I am still their
magnet. And it is perhaps this ability in me, this receptiveness, and my early
refusal to spurn Goblin, that have given him the strength to be plaguing me



for vampiric blood now.

Lestat, if this creature grows ever more strong, and it seems there is nothing I
can do to stop him, is it possible that he can enter a human being, as Amel did
in ancient times? Is it possible that yet another species of the vampiric root
may be created, and from that root yet another vine?

I cannot imagine your being indifferent to this question, or to the possibility
that Goblin will become a killer of humans, though he is far from that
strength right now.

I think you will understand when I say that I'm frightened for those whom I
love and cherish --my mortal family --as well as for any stranger whom
Goblin might eventually attack.

It's hard to write these words. For all my life I have loved Goblin and scorned
anyone who denigrated him as an "imaginary playmate"” or a "foolish
obsession." But he and I, for so long mysterious bedfellows, are now
enemies, and I dread his attacks because I feel his increasing strength.

Goblin withdraws from me utterly when I am not hunting, only to reappear
when the fresh blood is in my veins. We have no spiritual intercourse now,
Goblin and I. He seems afire with jealousy that I've become a Blood Hunter.
It's as though his childish mind has been wiped clean of all it once learned.

It is an agony for me, all of this.

But let me repeat: it is not on my account that I write to you. It is in fear of
what Goblin may become.

Of course I want to lay eyes upon you. I want to talk to you. I want to be
received, if such a thing is possible, into the Coven of the Articulate. I want
you, the great breaker of rules, to forgive me that I have broken yours.

I want you who were kidnapped and made a vampire against your will to
look kindly on me because the same thing happened to me.
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I want you to forgive my trespass into your old flat in the Rue Royale, where
I hope to hide this letter. I want you to know as well that I haven't hunted in
New Orleans and never will.

And speaking of hunting, I too have been taught to hunt the Evil Doer, and
though my record isn't perfect, I'm learning with each feast. I've also
mastered the Little Drink, as you so elegantly call it, and I'm a visitor to noisy
mortal parties who is never noticed as he feeds from one after another in
quick and deft moves.

But in the main, my existence is lonely and bitter. If it weren't for my mortal
family, it would be unendurable. As for my Maker, I shun him and his
cohorts, and with reason.

That's a story I'd like to tell you. In fact, there are many stories I want to tell
you. I pray that my stories might keep you from destroying me. You know,
we could play a game. We meet and I start talking, and slap damn, you kill
me when I take a verbal turn you don't like.

But seriously, Goblin is my concern.

Let me add before I close that during this last year of being a fledgling Blood
Hunter, of reading your Chronicles and trying to learn from them, I have
often been tempted to go to the Talamasca Motherhouse at Oak Haven,
outside of New Orleans. I have often been tempted to ask the Talamasca for
counsel and help.

When I was a boy --and I'm hardly more than that now --there was a member
of the Talamasca who was able to see Goblin as clearly as I could --a gentle,
nonjudgmental Englishman named Stirling Oliver, who advised me about my
powers and how they could become too strong for me to control. I grew to
love Stirling within a very short time.

I also fell deeply in love with a young girl who was in the company of
Stirling when I met him, a red-haired beauty with considerable paranormal
power who could also see Goblin --one to whom the Talamasca had opened
its generous heart.



That young girl is beyond my reach now. Her name is Mayfair, a name that is
not unfamiliar to you, though this young girl probably knows nothing of your
friend and companion Merrick Mayfair, even to this day.

But she is most certainly from the same family of powerful psychics --they
seem to delight in calling themselves witches --and I have sworn never to see
her again. With her considerable powers she would realize at once that
something catastrophic has happened to me. And I cannot let my evil touch
her in any way.

When I read your Chronicles, I was mildly astonished to discover that the
Talamasca had turned against the Blood Hunters. My Maker had told me this,
but I didn't believe it until I read it in your books.

It's still hard for me to imagine that these gentle people have broken one
thousand years of neutrality in a warning against all of our kind. They
seemed so proud of their benevolent history, so psychologically dependent
upon a secular and kindly definition of themselves.

Obviously, I can't go to the Talamasca now. They might become my sworn
enemies if I do that. They are my sworn enemies! And on account of my past
contact, they know exactly where I live. But more significantly, I can't seek
their help because you don't want it.

You and the other members of the Coven of the Articulate do not want one of
us to fall into the hands of an order of scholars who are only too eager to
study us at close range.

As for my red-haired Mayfair love, let me repeat that I wouldn't dream of
approaching her, though I've sometimes wondered if her extraordinary
powers couldn't help me to somehow put an end to Goblin for all time. But
this could not be done without my frightening her and confusing her, and I
won't interrupt her human destiny as mine was interrupted for me. I feel even
more cut off from her than I did in the past.

And so, except for my mortal connections, I'm alone.

I don't expect your pity on account of this. But maybe your understanding



will prevent you from
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immediately annihilating me and Goblin without so much as a warning.

That you can find both of us I have no doubt. If even half the Chronicles are
true, it's plain that your Mind Gift is without measure. Nevertheless, let me
tell you where I am.

My true home is the wooden Hermitage on Sugar Devil Island, deep in Sugar
Devil Swamp, in northeastern Louisiana, not far from the Mississippi border.
Sugar Devil Swamp is fed by the West Ruby River, which branches off from
the Ruby at Rubyville.

Acres of this deep cypress swamp have belonged to my family for
generations, and no mortal ever accidentally finds his way in here to Sugar
Devil Island, I'm certain of it, though my great-greatgreat-grandfather
Manfred Blackwood did build the house in which I sit, writing to you now.

Our ancestral home is Blackwood Manor, an august if not overblown house
in the grandest Greek Revival style, replete with enormous and dizzying
Corinthian columns, an immense structure on high ground.

For all its huffing and puffing beauty, it lacks the grace and dignity of New
Orleans homes, being a truly pretentious monument to Manfred Blackwood's
greed and dreams. Constructed in the 1880s, without a plantation to justify it,
it had no real purpose but to give delight to those who lived in it. The entire
property --swamp, land and monstrous house --is known as Blackwood Farm.

That the house and land around it are haunted is not only legend but fact.
Goblin is without a doubt the most potent of the spirits, but there are ghosts
here as well.

Do they want the Dark Blood from me? For the most part, they seem far too
weak for such a possibility, but who is to say that ghosts don't see and learn?
God knows that I have some accursed capacity to draw their attention and to
endow them with some crucial vitality. It's been happening all my life.



Have I tried your patience? I hope to God that I have not.

But this letter may be my one chance with you, Lestat. And so I've said the
things that matter to me most.

And when I reach your flat in the Rue Royale, I'll use every bit of wit and
skill at my command to place this letter where no one will find it but you.

Believing in that ability, I sign my name,
Tarquin

Blackwood,

known

always

as

Quinn

Postscript.

Remember I'm only twenty-two and a bit clumsy. But I can't resist this small
request. If you do mean to track me down and eradicate me, could you give
me an hour's notice to say some sort of farewell to the one mortal relative I
most love in all the world?

In the Vampire Chronicle called Merrick, you were described as wearing a
coat with cameo buttons. Was that the truth or someone's fanciful
embellishment?

If you wore those cameo buttons --indeed, if you chose them carefully and
you loved them --then for the sake of those cameos, let me, before being
destroyed, say farewell to an elderly woman of incredible charm and
benevolence who loves each evening to spread out her hundreds of cameos
on her marble table and examine them one by one in the light. She is my
great-aunt and my teacher in all things, a woman who has sought to endow



me with all I need to live an important life.

I'm not worthy of her love now. I'm not alive now. But she doesn't know this.
My nightly visits to her are cautious but nevertheless crucial to her. And
should I be taken from her without warning and without some explanation, it
would be a cruelty she doesn't deserve.

Ah, there is much more that I could tell you about her cameos --about the role
which they have played in my fate.
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But for now, let me only plead with you. Let me live, and help me destroy
Goblin. Or put an end to us both.

Sincerely,

Quinn

2

FOR A LONG TIME after I finished the letter, I didn't move.

I sat listening to the inevitable sounds of Sugar Devil Swamp, my eyes on the
pages before me, noting against my will the boring regularity of the
handwriting, the muted lamps around me reflected in the marble flooring, the
glass windows open to the night breeze.

All was well in my little palazzo in the swampland.

No sign of Goblin. No sense of Goblin's thirst or enmity. Nothing but that
which was natural, and faraway, keen to my vampiric ears, the faint stirrings
from Blackwood Manor, where Aunt Queen was just rising, with the loving
help of Jasmine, our housekeeper, for a mildly eventful night. Soon the
television would be going with an enchanting old black-and-white movie.
Dragonwyck or Laura, Rebecca or Wuthering Heights. In an hour perhaps
Aunt Queen would be saying to Jasmine, "Where is my Little Boy?"

But for now there was time for courage. Time to follow through.



I took the cameo out of my pocket and looked at it. A year ago, when I was
still mortal --still alive --1 would have had to hold it to the lamp, but not now.
I could see it clearly.

It was my own head, in semi-profile, carved skillfully from a fine piece of
double-strata sardonyx so that the image was entirely white and remarkably
detailed. The background was a pure and shining black.

It was a heavy cameo, and excellent as to the craft. I'd had it done to give to
my beloved Aunt Queen, more of a little joke than anything else, but the
Dark Blood had come before the perfect moment. And now that moment was
forever past.

What did it show of me? A long oval face, with features that were too
delicate --a nose too narrow, eyes round with round eyebrows and a full
cupid's-bow mouth that made me look as if I were a twelve-year-old girl. No
huge eyes, no high cheekbones, no rugged jaw. Just very pretty, yes, too
pretty, which is why I'd scowled for most of the photographs taken for the
portrait; but the artist hadn't carved that scowl into the face.

In fact, he'd given me a trace of a smile. My short curly hair he'd rendered in
thick swirls as if it were an Apollonian halo. He'd carved my shirt collar,
jacket lapel and tie with equal grace.

Of course the cameo said nothing of my height of six foot four inches, that
my hair was jet black, my eyes blue, or of the fact that I was slight of build. I
had the kind of long thin fingers which were very good for the piano, which I
played now and then. And it was my height that told people that in spite of
my all too precious face and feminine hands, I really was a young man.

And so there was this enigmatic creature in a good likeness. A creature
asking for sympathy. A creature saying crassly:

"Well, think about it, Lestat. I'm young, I'm stupid. And I'm pretty. Look at
the cameo. I'm pretty. Give me a chance."

I'd have engraved the back with those words in tiny script, but the back was
an oval photo case,
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and there was my image again in dull color, verifying the accuracy of the
portrait on the other side.

There was one engraved word on the gold frame, right beneath the cameo,
however: the name Quinn, in a good imitation of that routine handwriting
which I had always hated so much --the lefthanded one trying to be normal, I
imagine, the seer of ghosts saying, "I'm disciplined and not insane."

I gathered up the pages of the letter, reread them quickly, bristling again at
my unimaginative handwriting, then folded the pages and put the cameo with
them inside of a narrow brown envelope, which I then sealed.

I put this envelope in the inside breast pocket of my black blazer. I closed the
top button of my white dress shirt and I adjusted my simple red silk tie.
Quinn, the snappy dresser. Quinn, worthy to be a subject in the Vampire
Chronicles. Quinn, dressed for begging to be allowed in.

I sat back again, listening. No Goblin. Where was Goblin? I felt an aching
loneliness for him. I felt the emptiness of the night air. He was waiting for me
to hunt, waiting for the fresh blood. But I had no intention of hunting tonight,
even though I was faintly hungry. I was going into New Orleans. I was going,
perhaps, to my death.

Goblin couldn't guess at what was happening. Goblin had never been more
than a child. Goblin looked like me, yes, at every stage of my life, but he was
forever the infant. Whenever he had grabbed my left hand with his right, the
script had been a child's scrawl.

I leaned over and touched the remote control button on the marble desk. The
torcheres dimmed and slowly went out. The darkness came into the
Hermitage. The sounds seemed to grow louder: the call of the night heron,
the subtle movement of the rank dark waters, the scurrying of tiny creatures
through the tops of the tangled cypress and gum. I could smell the alligators,
who were as wary of the island as men. I could smell the fetid heat itself.

The moon was generous and gradually I made out a bit of the sky, which was



a bright metallic blue.

The swamp was at its thickest here around the island --the cypresses, a
thousand years old, their knobby roots surrounding the shore, their misshapen
branches heavy with trailing Spanish moss. It was as if they meant to hide the
Hermitage, and perhaps they did.

Only the lightning now and then attacked these old sentinels. Only the
lightning was fearless of the legends that said some evil dwelt on Sugar Devil
Island: go there and you might never come back.

I'd been told about those legends when I was fifteen. And at twenty-one I
heard it all repeated, but vanity and fascination had drawn me to the
Hermitage, to the pure mystery of it --this strong twostory house, and the
nearby inexplicable mausolem --and now there was no real later. There was
only this immortality, this brimming power which shut me off from actuality
or time.

A man in a pirogue would take a good hour to navigate his way out of here,
picking through the tree roots, and back to the landing at the foot of the high
ground where Blackwood Manor stood so arrogant and aloof.

I didn't really love this Hermitage, though I needed it. I didn't love the grim
gold-and-granite mausoleum with its strange Roman engravings, though I
had to hide inside it from the sun by day.

But I did love Blackwood Manor, with the irrational and possessive love that
only great houses can draw from us --houses that say, "I was here before you
were born and I'll be here after you"; houses that seem a responsibility as
much as a haven of dreams.

The history of Blackwood Manor had as much of a grip on me as its
overweening beauty. I'd lived my whole life on Blackwood Farm and in the
Manor, except for my wonderful adventures abroad.

How so many uncles and aunts had managed to leave Blackwood Manor over
the years, I couldn't fathom, but they weren't important to me, those strangers
who had gone North and only came home now and then for funerals. The



house had me in thrall.

I was debating now. Do I go back, just to walk through the rooms again? Do I
go back to seek out the large rear first-floor bedroom where my beloved Aunt
Queen was just settling into her favorite
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chair? I did have another cameo in my jacket pocket, one expressly bought
for her only nights before in New York, and I should give it to her, shouldn't
I? It was a wonderful specimen, one of the finest --.

But no. I couldn't manage a partial farewell, could I? I couldn't hint that
something might happen to me. I couldn't gleefully descend into mystery,
into which I'd already sunk up to my eyeballs: Quinn, the night visitor, Quinn
who likes dimly lighted rooms now and shies from lamps as though he
suffers from an exotic disease. What good would a partial farewell do for my
beloved and gentle Aunt Queen?

If T failed tonight, I would be another legend: "That incorrigible Quinn. He
went deep into Sugar Devil Swamp, though everybody told him not to; he
went to that accursed island Hermitage, and one night he just didn't come
back."

The fact was, I didn't believe Lestat would blast me into infinity. I didn't
believe he would do it without letting me tell him my story, all or at least in
part. Maybe I was just too young to believe it. Maybe because I'd read the
Chronicles so avidly, I felt Lestat was as close to me as I was to him.

Madness, most likely. But I was bound and determined to get as near to
Lestat as I could. From where and how he kept watch over New Orleans I
didn't know. When and how often he visited his French Quarter flat I didn't
know either. But this letter and the gift of the onyx cameo of myself was to
go to that flat tonight.

Finally I got up from the leather-and-gold chair.

I went out of the splendid marble-floored house, and with no more than



thought to direct me I let myself rise from the warm earth slowly,
experiencing a delicious lightness, until I could see from the cool heights far
above the huge long meandering black mass of the swamp, and the lights of
the big house shining as if it were a lantern on the smooth grass.

Towards New Orleans I willed myself, using this strangest of powers, the
Cloud Gift, traversing the waters of Lake Pontchartrain and moving towards
the infamous town house in the Rue Royale, which all Blood Hunters knew
was the house of the invincible Lestat.

"One hell of a devil,"” my Maker had called him, "keeping his properties in
his own name though the Talamasca is hounding him. He means to outlast
them. He's more merciful than I."

Merciful; that was what I was counting on now. Lestat, wherever you are, be
merciful. I don't come with disrespect. I need you, as my letter will show.

Slowly I descended, down, down, into the balmy air again, a fleeting shadow
to prying eyes if there were any, until I stood in the rear courtyard of the town
house, near to the murmuring fountain, looking up at the curving iron stairs
that led to Lestat's rear door.

All right. T am here. So the rules have been broken. So I'm in the courtyard of
the Brat Prince himself. Descriptions came to mind from the pages of the
Chronicles, complex as the bougainvillea vine running rampant up the iron
columns to the upstairs cast-iron railing. It was like being in a very shrine.

All around me I could hear the brash noises of the French Quarter: the clatter
of restaurant kitchens, the happy voices of the inevitable tourists on the
pavements. I heard the thinnest sound of the jazz blaring out of doors on
Bourbon Street. I heard the creeping rumble of cars passing sluggishly in
front.

The little courtyard itself was tight and beautiful; the sheer height of its brick
walls caught me off guard. The glistening green banana trees were the biggest
I'd ever seen, their waxy stalks buckling the purple flagstones here and there.
But this was no abandoned place.



Someone had been here to clip the dead leaves from the banana groves.
Someone had taken away the shriveled bananas that always wither in New
Orleans before they ripen. Someone had cut back the abundant roses so that
the patio itself was clear.

Even the water gurgling from the conch in the stone cherub's hand down into
the basin of the fountain was fresh and clean.
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All these sweet little details made me feel all the more like a trespasser, but I
was too damned foolishly passionate to be afraid.

Then I saw a light shining through the rear windows above, a very dim light,
as if from a lamp deep in the flat.

That did frighten me, but again the all-possessing madness in me mounted.
Would I get to speak to Lestat himself? And what if, catching sight of me, he
sent out the Fire Gift without hesitating? The letter, the onyx cameo, my own
bitter pleas wouldn't have a chance.

I should have given Aunt Queen the new cameo. I should have grabbed her
up and kissed her. I should have made a speech to her. I was about to die.

Only a perfect idiot could have been as exhilarated as I was. Lestat, I love
you. Here comes Quinn to be your student and slave!

I hurried up the curving iron stairs, careful not to make a sound. And once I
reached the rear balcony, I caught the distinct scent of a human being inside.
A human being. What did this mean? I stopped and sent the Mind Gift before
me to search out the rooms.

At once a confusing message reached me. There was a human there, no doubt
of it, and he was furtive, this one, moving in haste, painfully conscious of the
fact that he had no right to be where he was. And this someone, this human,
knew that I was here as well.

For a moment, I didn't know what to do. Trespassing, I had caught an intruder



in the act. A strange protective feeling flooded me. This person had invaded
Lestat's property. How dare he? What sort of a bumbler was he? And how did
he know that I was here, and that my mind had searched his?

In fact, this strange unwelcome being had a Mind Gift that was almost as
strong as mine. I sounded for his name and he yielded it up to me: Stirling
Oliver, my old friend, from the Talamasca. And at the same moment, as I
detected his identity, I heard his mind recognize me.

Quinn, he said mentally, just as if he were addressing me. But what did he
know of me? It had been years since I had set eyes on Stirling. Did he sense
already the change that had been worked in me? Could he tell such a thing
with his quick telepathy? Dear God, I had to banish it from my own mind.
There was time to get out of this, time to go back to the Hermitage and leave
Stirling to his furtive investigation, time to flee before he knew just what I'd
become.

Yeah, leave --and now --and let him think I'd become a common mortal
reader of the Chronicles, and come back when he's nowhere in sight.

But I couldn't leave. I was too lonely. I was too hell-bent on confrontation.
That was the perfect truth. And here was Stirling, and here was the
entranceway perhaps to Lestat's heart.

On impulse I did the most forbidden of all things. I opened the unlocked back
door of the flat and I went inside. I paused for only a breathless second in the
dark elegant rear parlor, glancing at its roaring Impressionist paintings, and
then I went down the corridor past the obviously empty bedrooms and found
Stirling in the front room --a most formal drawing room, crowded with gilded
furniture, and with its lace-covered windows over the street.

Stirling stood at the tall bookcase to the left side, and there was an open book
in his hand. He merely looked at me as I stepped into the light of the
overhead chandelier.

What did he see? For the moment I didn't seek to find out. I was too busy
looking at him, and realizing how much I loved him still for those times when
I was the eighteen-year-old boy who saw spirits, and that he looked much the



same as he had in those days --soft gray hair combed back loose from his
high forehead and receding temples, large sympathetic gray eyes. He seemed
no older than sixty-odd years, as if age hadn't touched him, his body still
slender and healthy, tricked out in a whiteand-blue seersucker suit.

Only gradually, though it must have been a matter of seconds, did I realize he
was afraid. He was looking up at me --on account of my height just about
everybody looks up at me --and for all his seeming dignity, and he did have
plenty of that, he could see the changes in me, but he wasn't sure what
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had happened. He knew only that he felt instinctive and mindful fear.

Now, I am a Blood Hunter who can pass for human but not necessarily with
someone as savvy as this man was. And then we had the question of
telepathy, though I'd done my best to close up my mind the way my Maker
had told me, that by simple will, it could be done.

"Quinn," said Stirling. "What's wrong with you?" The soft British accent took
me back four and a half years in a finger snap.

"Everything's wrong with me, Stirling," I answered before I could rein myself
in. "But why are you here?" Then I came right to the point like the blunderer
I was. "Do you have Lestat's permission to be in this flat?"

"No," he said immediately. "I must confess I don't have it. And what about
you, Quinn?" His voice was full of concern. "Why are you here?"

He shoved the book back into place on the shelf and took a step towards me,
but I stepped back into the shadows of the hall.

I almost buckled on account of his kindness. But another inevitable element
had come sharply into play. His sweet delectable human scent was strong,
and suddenly I saw him divorced from all I knew of him. I saw him as prey.

In fact, I felt the immense impossible gulf that now divided us, and I was
hungry for him, hungry as if his kindness would pour into me in his very



blood.

But Stirling was no Evil Doer. Stirling wasn't game. I was losing my
fledgling mind as I looked at him. My acute loneliness was driving me. My
hunger was bedeviling me. I wanted both to feast on him and tell him all my
woes and griefs.

"Don't come close to me, Stirling," I said, struggling to sound self-possessed.
"You shouldn't be here. You have no right to be here. If you're so damned
clever, why didn't you just come by day, when Lestat couldn't stop you?"

The scent of the blood was driving me crazy, that and my savage desire to
close the gap between us, by murder or by love.

"I don't fully know the answer to that, Quinn,"” he said, his British accent
formal and eloquent though his tone was not. "But you're the last person I
expected to find here. Quinn, let me look at you, please."

Again, I said no. I was shaking. "Stirling, don't try to charm me with that old
easy manner," I pressed on. "You might find someone else here who's a lot
more dangerous to you than I am. Or don't you believe Lestat's stories? Don't
tell me you think his vampires exist only in books."

"You're one of them," he said softly. He frowned but the frown cleared in a
moment. "Is this Lestat's handiwork? He brought you over?"

I was amazed at his boldness, polite as it was. But then he was so much older
than me, so used to a graceful authority, and I was painfully young. Again, in
waves I felt the old love for him, the old need of him, and again it was fusing
perfectly, and stupidly, with my thirst.

"It wasn't Lestat's doing," I said. "In fact, he had nothing to do with it. I came
here looking for him, Stirling, and now this has happened, this little tragedy
that I've run into you."

HA

tragedy?"



"What else can it be, Stirling? You know who I am. You know where I live.
You know all about my family at Blackwood Manor. How can I just walk out
of here now that I've seen you and you've seen me?"

I felt the thirst thick in my throat. My vision was blurring. I heard myself
speaking:

"Don't try to tell me that if I let you go, the Talamasca wouldn't come looking
for me. Don't try to tell me that you and your cohorts wouldn't be prowling
about in search of me. I know what would happen. This is god-awful,
Stirling."

His fear quickened, but he was struggling not to give in to it. And my hunger
was becoming
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uncontrollable. If T let it go, if I let it play itself out, the act would seem
inevitable, and seeming inevitable was all that conscience needed; but that
just couldn't happen, not to Stirling Oliver. I was hopelessly confused.

Before I realized what I was doing, I moved closer to him. I could see the
blood in him now as well as smell it. And he made a fatal misstep. That is, he
moved backwards, as if he couldn't stop himself from doing it, and he seemed
in that gesture to be more the victim than ever. That backwards step caused
me to advance.

"Stirling, you shouldn't have come here," I said. "You're an invader." But I
could hear the flatness of my voice in my hunger, the meaninglessness of the
words. Invader, invader, invader.

"You can't harm me, Quinn," he said, his voice very level and reasonable,
"you wouldn't do it. There's too much between us. I've always understood
you. I've always understood Goblin. Are you going to betray all that now?"

"It's an old debt," I said, my voice having fallen to a whisper.

I knew I was in the bright light of the chandelier now, and he could see the



subtle enhancement of the transformation. The transformation was very
fancy, so very fancy. And it seemed to me in my demented state that the fear
in him had increased to silent panic and that the panic was sharpening the
fragrance of the blood.

Do dogs smell fear? Vampires smell it. Vampires count on it. Vampires find
it savory. Vampires can't resist it.

"It's wrong," he said, but he too was whispering as though my very stare had
weakened him, which it can certainly do to mortals, and he knew there was
no point to a fight. "Don't do it, my boy," he said, the words barely audible.

I found myself reaching out for his shoulder, and when my fingers touched
him I felt an electricity that shot through my limbs. Crush him. Crush his
bones, but first and foremost swallow his soul in the blood.

"Don't you realize. . ." He trailed off, and out of his mind I subtracted the rest,
that the Talamasca would be further inflamed, that it would be bad for
everyone. The vampires, the Blood Hunters, the Children of the Millennia
had all left New Orleans. Scattered in the dark were the vampires. It was a
truce. And now I meant to shatter it!

"But they don't know me, you see," I said, "not in this form, they don't. Only
you do, my old friend, and that's the horror. You know me, and that's why
this has to come about."

I bent down, close to him, and kissed the side of his throat. My friend, my
deepest friend in all the world once. And now we'll have this union. Lust old
and new. The boy I'd been loving him. I felt the blood pushing through the
artery. My left arm slid beneath his right arm. Don't hurt him. He couldn't get
away from me. He didn't even try.

"This will be painless, Stirling," I whispered. I sank my teeth cleanly, and the
blood filled my mouth very slowly, and with it there came the sudden course
of his life and dreams.

Innocent. The word burned through the pleasure. In a luminous drift of
figures and voices he emerged, pushing his way through the crowd; Stirling,



the man, pleading with me in my mental vision, saying Innocent. There I was,
the boy of that old time, and Stirling saying Innocent. I couldn't stop what
had begun.

It was someone else who did that for me.

I felt an iron grip on my shoulder and I was whipped back away from
Stirling, and Stirling staggered, almost falling, and then he tripped and sank
down sideways into a chair at the desk.

I was slammed against the bookcase. I lapped at the blood on my lip and I
tried to fight the dizziness. The chandelier appeared to be rocking, and the
colors of the paintings on the wall were afire.

A firm hand was placed against my chest to steady me and to hold me back.
And then I realized I was looking at Lestat.

11

3

QUICKLY I REGAINED my balance. His eyes were on me and I didn't have
the slightest intention of looking away. Nevertheless, I looked him up and
down because I couldn't help it, and because he was as breathtaking as he has
always described himself to be, and I had to see him, truly see him, even if he
was to be the last thing I ever saw.

His skin was a pale golden that offset his violet blue eyes wonderfully, and
his hair was a true mane of yellow, tousled and curling just above his
shoulders. His colored glasses, almost the same violet tint as his eyes, were
pushed up into his hair, and he was staring at me, golden eyebrows scowling
slightly, waiting perhaps for me to regain my senses; I honestly didn't know.

Quickly I realized he was wearing the black velvet jacket with the cameo
buttons that had been his costume in the Chronicle called Merrick, each little
cameo almost certainly of sardonyx, the coat itself very fancy with its
pinched waist and flaring skirt. His linen shirt was open at the throat; his gray



pants weren't important and neither were his black boots.

What engraved itself into my consciousness was his face --square and taut,
the eyes very big and the well-shaped mouth voluptuous, and the jaw
somewhat hard, the whole more truly well proportioned and appealing than
he could ever have claimed.

In fact, his own descriptions of himself didn't do him justice because his
looks, though certainly a handful of obvious blessings, were ignited by a
potent inner fire.

He wasn't staring at me with hatred. He wasn't steadying me anymore with
his hand.

I cursed myself, from the pit of my heart, that I was taller than he was, that he
was in fact looking up at me. Maybe he'd cheerfully obliterate me on that
account alone.

"The letter," I stammered. "The letter!" I whispered, but though my hand
groped, and my mind groped, I couldn't reach inside my coat for the letter. I
was wobbling in fear.

And as I stood there shivering and sweating, he reached inside my jacket and
withdrew the envelope. Flash of sparkling fingernails.

"This is for me, is it, Tarquin Blackwood?" he asked. His voice had a touch
of the French accent, no more. He smiled suddenly and he looked as if he
couldn't hurt anyone for the world. He was too attractive, too friendly, too
young. But the smile vanished as quickly as it had come.

"Yes," I said. Or rather it was a stutter. "The letter, please read it." I faltered,
then pressed on.

"Before you. . . make up your mind."

He tucked the letter into his own inside pocket and then he turned to Stirling,
who sat dazed and silent, eyes cloudy, his hands clinging to the back of the
chair before the desk. The back was like a shield in front of him, though a



useless one as I well knew.
Lestat's eyes fixed on me again:

"We don't feed on members of the Talamasca, Little Brother," he said. "But
you" --he looked at Stirling --"you nearly got what you almost deserve."

Stirling stared forward, plainly unable to answer, and only shook his head.
"Why did you come here, Mr. Oliver?" Lestat asked him.

Again, Stirling merely shook his head. I saw the tiny drops of blood on his
starched white collar. I felt an overwhelming shame, a shame so deep and
painful it filled me completely, banishing even the faintest aftertaste of the
attempted feast.
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I went silently crazy.

Stirling had almost died, and for my thirst. Stirling was alive. Stirling was in
danger now, danger from Lestat. Behold: Lestat, like a blaze in front of me.
Yes, he could pass for human, but what a human --magnetic and charged with
energy as he continued to take command.

"Mr. Oliver, I'm talking to you," Lestat said in a soft yet imperious tone. He
picked up Stirling by the lapels and, moving him clumsily to the far corner of
the parlor, he flung him down into a large satin upholstered wing chair.

Stirling looked the worse for it --who wouldn't? --still unable apparently to
focus his gaze.

Lestat sat down on the velvet couch very near him. I was completely
forgotten for the moment, or so I assumed.

"Mr. Oliver," said Lestat, "I'm asking you. What made you come into my
house?"

"I don't know," said Stirling. He glanced up at me and then at the figure who



was questioning him, and I struggled, because I couldn't help it, to see what
he was seeing --this vampire whose skin still glowed though it was tanned,
and whose eyes were prismatic and undeniably fierce.

The fabled beauty of Lestat seemed potent as a drug. And the crowning light
of the chandelier was merciless or splendid depending entirely on one's point
of view.

"Yes, you do know why you came here," said Lestat, his voice subdued, the
French accent no more than a beguiling taste. "It wasn't enough for the
Talamasca to drive me out of the city. You have to come into those places
that belong to me?"

"I was wrong to do it," Stirling said. It was spoken in a sigh. He scowled and
pressed his lips together hard. "I shouldn't have done it." For the first time he
looked directly into Lestat's eyes.

Lestat glanced up at me.

Sitting forward he reached over and slipped his fingers behind Stirling's
bloodstained collar, startling Stirling and glaring up at me.

"We don't spill blood when we feed, Little Brother," he said with a passing
mischievous smile.

"You have much to learn."

The words hit me rather like a wallop and I found myself speechless. Did this
mean that I'd walk out of here alive?

Don't kill Stirling, that's what I was thinking; and then suddenly Lestat, as he
still stared at me, made a short little laugh.

"Tarquin, turn that chair around," he said, gesturing to the desk, "and sit
down. You make me nervous standing there. You're too damned tall. And
you're making Stirling Oliver nervous as well."

I felt a great rush of relief, but as I tried to do what he'd told me to do my
hands were shaking so badly that I was again full of shame. Finally, I



managed to sit down facing the pair of them, but a polite distance away.

Stirling made a small frown as he looked at me, but it was entirely
sympathetic and he was still obviously off base. I hadn't drunk enough blood
to account for his dizziness. It was the act of it, the drawing on his heart.
That, and the fact that Lestat had come, Lestat had interrupted us, Lestat was
here and he was demanding again of Stirling, Why had Stirling come into the
flat?

"You could have come here by day," said Lestat, addressing Stirling in an
even voice. "I have human guards from sunup to sundown but the Talamasca
is good at bribing guards. Why didn't you take the hint that I look after my
properties myself once the sun has set? You disobeyed the directive of your
own Superior General. You disobeyed your own common sense."

Stirling nodded, eyes veering off, as if he had no argument, and then in a
weak but dignified voice he said:

"The door was unlocked."

"Don't insult me," said Lestat, his voice still patient and even. "It's my
house."

Again, Stirling appeared to meet Lestat's gaze. He looked at him steadily and
then he spoke in a
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more coherent voice.

"I was wrong to do it, and you've caught me. Yes, I've disobeyed the directive
of the Superior General, that's true. I came because I couldn't resist it. I came
because perhaps I didn't quite believe in you. I didn't believe in spite of all I'd
read and been told."

Lestat shook his head disapprovingly and again there came that short little
laugh.

"I expect that credulity of mortal readers of the Chronicles," he said. "I expect



it even of fledglings like Little Brother here. But I don't expect it of the
Talamasca, who have so ceremoniously declared war on us."

"For what it's worth," said Stirling, gathering his strength somewhat, "I was
not for that war. I voted against it as soon as I heard of the declaration. I was
for closing the Motherhouse here in Louisiana, if need be. But then. . . I was
for accepting our losses and retreating to our libraries abroad."

"You drove me out of my own city," said Lestat. "You question my neighbors
in these precincts. You rummage through all my public property titles and
records. And now you trespass, and you say it was because you didn't
believe? That's an excuse but not a reason."

"The reason was I wanted to see you," said Stirling, his voice growing
stronger. "I wanted what others in the Order have had. I wanted to see you
with my own eyes."

"And now that you have seen me," Lestat replied, "what precisely will you
do?" He glanced at me again, a flash of brilliant eyes and a smile that was
gone in an instant as he looked back to the man in the chair.

"What we always do," said Stirling. "Write about it, put it into a report to the
Elders, copy it to the File on the Vampire Lestat --that is, if you let me leave
here, if that's your choice."

"I haven't harmed any of you, have I?" Lestat asked. "Think on it. When have
I harmed a true and active member of the Talamasca? Don't blame me for
what others have done. And since your warlike declaration, since you sought
to drive me right out of my home, I've shown remarkable restraint."

"No, you haven't," Stirling quietly replied.
I was shocked.

"What do you mean?" Lestat demanded. "What on earth can you mean? I
think I've been a gentleman about it." He smiled at Stirling for the first time.

"Yes, you've been a gentleman,” Stirling responded. "But I hardly think



you've been restrained."

"Do you know how it affects me to be driven out of New Orleans?" Lestat
asked, voice still tempered. "Do you know how it affects me to know I can't
wander the French Quarter for fear of your spies in the Café du Monde, or
wander the Rue Royale with the evening shoppers, just because one of your
glorified gossips might be wandering about too? Do you know how it wounds
me to leave behind the one city in the world with which I'm truly in love?"

Stirling roused himself at these words. "But haven't you always been too
clever for us?" he asked.

"Well, of course," Lestat rejoined with a shrug.

"Besides," Stirling went on, "you haven't been driven out. You've been here.
You've been seen by our members, sitting very boldly in the Café du Monde,
I might add, presiding over a hot cup of useless café au lait."

I was stunned.
"Stirling!" I whispered. "For the love of Christ, don't argue."
Again Lestat looked at me, but not with anger. He returned to Stirling.

Stirling hadn't finished. He went on firmly: "You still feed off the riffraff," he
said. "The authorities don't care, but we recognize the patterns. We know it's
you."

I was mortified. How could Stirling talk like this?
Lestat broke into an irrepressible laugh.
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"And even so, you came by night?" he demanded. "You dared to come,
knowing I might find you here?"

"I think. . ." Stirling hesitated, then went on. "I think I wanted to challenge
you. I think, as I said, that I committed a sin of pride."



Thank God for this confession, I thought. "Committed a sin" --really good
words. I was quaking, watching the two of them, appalled by Stirling's
fearless tone.

"We respect you," said Stirling, "more than you deserve." I
gasped.

"Oh, do explain that to me!" said Lestat, smiling. "In what form comes this
respect, I should like to know. If I'm truly in your debt, I should like to say
thanks."

"St. Elizabeth's," said Stirling, his voice rolling gracefully now, "the building
where you lay for so many years, sleeping on the chapel floor. We've never
sought to enter it or discover what goes on there. And as you said we're very
good at bribing guards. Your Chronicles made your sleep famous. And we
knew that we could penetrate the building. We could glimpse you in the
daylight hours, unprotected, lying on the marble. What a lure that was --the
sleeping vampire who no longer bothered with the trappings of a coffin. A
dark deadly inverse of the sleeping King Arthur, waiting for England to need
him again. But we never crept into your enormous lodgings. As I said, I think
we respected you more than you deserve."

I shut my eyes for an instant, certain of disaster.
But Lestat only broke into another fit of chuckling and laughing.

"Sheer nonsense," he said. "You and your members were afraid. You never
came near St. Elizabeth's night or day because you were plainly afraid of the
ancient ones among us who could have put out your light like a match. You
were afraid too of the rogue vampires who came prowling, the ones who
wouldn't respect the name Talamasca enough to give you a wide berth. As for
the daylight hours, you had no clue what you'd find --what high-paid thugs
might have terminated you and buried you under the concrete basement floor.
It was a purely practical matter."

Stirling narrowed his eyes. "Yes, we did have to be careful,” he conceded.
"Nevertheless, there were times --."



"Foolishness," said Lestat. "In point of pure fact, my infamous sleep ended
before your declaration of war on us was made. And what if I did show
myself sitting 'very boldly' in the Café du Monde! How dare you use the
word 'boldly'? You imply I don't have the right!"

"You feed on your fellow human beings," said Stirling calmly. "Have you
seriously forgotten that?"

I was frantic. Only the smile on Lestat's face reassured me that Stirling wasn't
headed for certain death.

"No, I never forget what I do," said Lestat equably. "But surely you don't
mean to take on the whole question of what I do now for my own survival!
And you must remember, I'm not a human being --far from it, and farther
from it with every passing adventure and every passing year. I've been to
Heaven and to Hell; let me ask you to remember that."

Lestat paused as though he himself were remembering this, and Stirling tried
to answer but plainly could not. Lestat pressed on in a measured voice:

"I've been in a human body and recovered this body you see before you. I've
been the consort of a creature whom others called a goddess. And yes, I feed
off my fellow human beings because it's my nature, and you know it, and you
know what care I take with every mortal morsel, that it be tainted and vicious
and unfit for human life. The point I was trying to make is that your
declaration against us was ill conceived."

"I agree with you; it was a foolish Declaration of Enmity. It should never
have been put forth."

"Declaration of Enmity, is that what you called it?" Lestat asked.
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"I think those are the official words," said Stirling. "We've always been an
authoritarian order. In fact, we don't know much about democracy at all.
When I spoke of my vote, I was speaking of a symbolic voice rather than a
literal one. Declaration of Enmity, yes, those were the words. It was a rather



misguided and naive thing."

"Ah, misguided and naive," Lestat repeated. "I like that. And it might do you
good, all of you in the Talamasca, to remember that you're a pretentious
bunch of meddlers, and your Elders are no better than the rest of you."

Stirling seemed to be relaxing, mildly fascinated, but I couldn't relax. I was
too afraid of what might happen at any moment.

"I have a theory about the Declaration of Enmity," Stirling said.
"Which is?" asked Lestat.

"I think the Elders thought in their venerable minds, and God knows, I don't
really know their venerable minds, that the Declaration would bring certain of
our members back to us who had been inducted into your ranks."

"Oh, that's lovely." Lestat laughed. "Why are you mincing words like this? Is
it on account of the boy?"
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"Yes, perhaps I mince words because of him," Stirling answered, "but
honestly, we members of the Talamasca think in language such as this."

"Well, for your records and your files," Lestat said, "we don't have ranks. In
fact, I'd say that as a species we are given to rigidly individual personalities
and obdurate differences, and peculiar mobility as to matters of friendship
and company and meeting of minds. We come together in small covens and
then are driven wildly apart again. We know little lasting peace with each
other. We have no ranks."

This was intriguing and my fear melted just a little as Stirling came back in
his careful polite voice.

"I understand that," he said. "But to return to the question at hand, as to why
the Elders made this warlike declaration, I think they honestly believed that
those vampires who had once been part of us might come to try to reason
with us, and we might benefit thereby in meeting with actual beings such as
yourself. We might carry our knowledge of you to a higher realm."



"It was all scholastic is what you're saying," said Lestat.

"Yes. And surely you must realize what it has meant for us to lose three
members to your collective power, whatever the cause of it, and no matter
how it was accomplished. We were stunned by each defection, and mystified
as to the dialogue, if any, that might have preceded what happened. We
wanted to learn, you see. We wanted. . . to know."

"Well, it didn't work, did it?" said Lestat, his calm demeanor unchanged.
"And you weren't content with the Chronicles alone, were you? They told
you all about the dialogue. But you and the Elders wanted this eye-to-eye
view."

"No, it didn't work," said Stirling, and he seemed now to be possessed of his
full dignity and strength. His gray eyes were clear. "On the contrary, we
provoked from you more audacity. You dared to publish a Chronicle using
the name Merrick Mayfair. You dared to do this even though a great family
by the name of Mayfair lives in this city and its environs to this day. You had
no care when you did that."

I felt a sharp stab in my heart. My own beloved Mayfair flashed before my
eyes. But here was Stirling being positively reckless again.

"Audacity!" said Lestat, his smile broadening as he glared at Stirling. "You
accuse me of audacity! You're living and breathing now entirely because I
want it."

"No doubt of it, but you are audacious," insisted Stirling.
I was about to faint.
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"Audacious and proud of it," Lestat fired back. "But let's get one thing
straight. I am not the sole author of the Chronicles. Blame your own versatile
David Talbot for the Chronicle of Merrick Mayfair. It was David's story to
tell. Merrick wanted the Dark Gift. Merrick Mayfair was a witch before she
was ever a vampire. Who should know that better than you? There was no lie



there. And it was David's choice to use her name, as well as the name of the
Talamasca, I might add. What is all of this to me?"

"He wouldn't have done it without your blessing," said Stirling with
astonishing confidence.

"You think not?" demanded Lestat. "And why should I care about some
mortal family of witches? The Mayfairs, what are they to me? And what is a
great family, pray tell, a rich family?

Vampires loathe witches, whether they're rich or poor. Anyone who reads the
story of Merrick Mayfair can see why. Not that Merrick isn't anything but a
princess among us now. Besides, our eager readers think it's all fiction, and
how do you know what's real and what's not?"

I wept inside thinking of my red-haired Mayfair! And on they talked.

"Thank God your readers think it's fiction," said Stirling, becoming faintly
more heated, "and the Mayfair family is unaware of the truths you told; and a
great family is one that has survived the ages, and treasures bonds of love.
What else? You seek a family, always and everywhere. I see it in your
Chronicles."

"Stop, I won't listen to you," said Lestat sharply but without raising his voice.
"I'm not here to be judged by you. You've had corruption in your ranks. You
know you have. And I know full well myself. And now I find that you're
corrupt, disobeying your Elders to come here. You think I'd give you the
Dark Blood?"

"I don't want it," said Stirling in suppressed amazement. "I don't seek it. I
wanted to see you, and hear your voice."

"And now you have, and what will you do?"
"I told you. Write about it. Confess to the Elders. Describe it all."
"Oh, no you won't," said Lestat. "You'll leave out one key part."

"And what is that?" asked Stirling.



"You're such an admirable bunch," said Lestat, shaking his head. "You can't
guess what part?"

"We try to be admirable," said Stirling. "I'll be condemned by the Elders. I
might even be removed from Louisiana, though I doubt it. I have other
important work to do."

Again, there came that stab in my heart. I thought of the "great family of
Mayfair." I thought of my red-haired love, my Mayfair witch, whom I would
never see again. Was that his important work? I wished with all my heart I
could ask him.

Lestat appeared to be studying Stirling, who had fallen silent, staring at
Lestat, perhaps doing that little mental trick of memorizing all the details
about which he would write later on. Members of the Talamasca were
especially trained to do it.

I tried to scan his mind, but I couldn't get in, and I didn't dare to try with
Lestat. Lestat would know.

Lestat broke the silence.
"Revoke it, this Declaration of Enmity," he said.
Stirling was startled. He thought for a moment and then he said:

"I can't do that. I'm not one of the Elders. I can tell them that you asked me to
revoke the Declaration. That's all I can do."

Lestat's eyes softened. They drifted over Stirling and then to me. For a long
moment Lestat and I looked at each other, and then I weakened and looked
politely away.

I had glimpsed something as we looked at each other.

It was something I'd never heard mentioned in the Chronicles --a shade of
difference between Lestat's eyes. One eye was almost imperceptibly larger
than the other, and colored by a little blood. I'm not sure that as a mortal I



could have detected such a small difference. I was confused by having seen it
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now. If Lestat counted it as a flaw, he would hate me for seeing it.

Lestat was gazing at Stirling.

"We'll make a deal, you and I," he said.

"I'm relieved to hear it," Stirling said. It had the same gentle arrogance of his
earlier remarks.

"It's a simple bargain," said Lestat, "but if you refuse me, or if you go against
me, I'll go against you. I could have done that before now, I'm sure you
know."

"David Talbot won't let you hurt us," said Stirling with quiet spunk. "And
there's an old one, an ancient one, one of the grandest in your tales, and she,
the great authority, won't let you harm us either, isn't that so?"

"Stirling!" I whispered before I could stop myself.
But Lestat seemed only to weigh this for a moment. Then:

"I could still hurt you," he said. "I don't play by anybody's rules but my own.
As for the ancient ones, don't be so sure they want to govern. I think they
want utter privacy and complete peace."

Stirling reflected, then said quickly, "I see your point."
"You despise me now, don't you?" Lestat asked with engaging sincerity.

"Not at all," was Stirling's quick reply. "On the contrary, I see your charm.
You know I do. Tell me about this bargain. What do you want me to do?"

"First off, go back to your Elders and tell them that this Declaration of
Enmity must be officially withdrawn. It doesn't matter that much to me but it
matters to others, and besides, I know that if you swear honorably to be no



more than observers in the future, then you won't annoy us, and with me that
counts for a lot. I loathe being annoyed. It makes me feel angry and
malicious."

"Very
well."

"The second request stems from the first. Leave this boy completely alone.
This boy is the key point which you must leave out of your report. Of course
you can say that a nameless Blood Drinker assaulted you. You know, have it
all make sense and do justice to whatever you think you may have learned
here. I anticipate your inevitable fascination with all that. But this boy's
anonymity must become a point of honor. . . and there's more."

Stirling
was
silent.

"You know his name," said Lestat, "you know where he lives, you know his
family. All that was plain to me before I interrupted him in his bumbling
attack on you. Now you know that he's one of us, as the expression goes. You
must not only leave him out of your records, you must leave him completely
and utterly alone."

Stirling held Lestat's gaze for a moment and then he nodded.

"You move against this boy," said Lestat, "you try to take up your combative
posture where he is concerned, and as God is my witness, I'll wipe you out.
I'll kill all of you. I'll leave you nothing but your empty libraries and your
overflowing vaults. I'll start in the Motherhouse in Louisiana and then TI'll
move to the Motherhouses all over the world. It's a cinch for me to do it. I'll
pick you off one at a time. Even if the ancients do rise to protect you, it won't
happen immediately, and what I can do immediately is an enormous amount
of harm."



I went from fear to astonishment.

"I understand you," said Stirling. "Of course you want him protected. Thank
heaven for that."

"I pray that you do understand me," said Lestat. He glanced at me again.
"This is a young one, an innocent one, and I'll make the decision as to
whether he survives or not."

I think Stirling let out a little gasp.

As for me there came a flood of relief again, and then another wave of
intelligent fear.

Lestat gestured to Stirling.

"Need I add that you're to get out of here now and never trespass on my
property again?" he asked.
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Stirling rose at once, and so did I. Stirling looked at me, and there came over
me again the total realization that I'd almost ended his life tonight, and a
recurrence of terrible shame.

"Good-bye, my friend," I said in as strong a voice as I could muster. I reached
awkwardly for his hand and held it firmly. He looked at me and his face
softened.

"Quinn," he said, "my brave Quinn."
He
turned.

"Farewell, Lestat de Lioncourt," he said. "I think I understate my case when I
say I'm deeply in your debt."

"You do but I find ingrates all around me eternally," said Lestat, smiling



slyly. "Go on, Mr. Oliver. It's a good thing you have one of your prowling
limousines waiting for you only a couple of blocks from here. I don't think
you're up to walking far or driving a car by yourself."

"Right you are," said Stirling, and then with no further words he hurried
down the hallway and out the back door, and I heard his heavy rapid steps on
the iron stairs.

Lestat had also risen, and he came towards me and gestured for me to sit
down again. He took my head in both his hands. There was no dreadful
pressure; there was no pain. It was gentle, the manner in which he was
holding me.

But I was too afraid to do anything but look up into his eyes quietly, and
again I saw that small difference, that one eye was larger than the other by
not even a fraction of an inch. I tried to repress the mere thought of it. I tried
only to think I will do whatever you want of me, and without meaning for it
to happen, I closed my eyes as if someone were about to hit me in the face.

"You think I'm going to kill you, don't you?" I heard him say.
"I hope not," I said shakily.

"Come on, Little Brother," he said, "it's time to leave this pretty little place to
those who know so much about it. And you, my young friend, have to feed."

And then I felt his arm tight around me. The air was rushing past me. I was
clinging to him, though I don't think I needed to, and we were out in the
night, and we were moving towards the clouds.

4

IT WAS LIKE TRAVELING with my Maker --the speed, the altitude and the
strong arms holding me. I gave it all of my trust.

And then came the sudden plunge.

I was shaken as he let me go, and I had to stop myself from stumbling until
the dizziness passed.



We stood on a terrace. A partially open glass door separated us from a lighted
room. It was tastefully furnished in rather routine modern furniture-beige
velvet chairs and couches, with the inevitable large television, muted lamps
and scattered tables of iron and glass.

Two very pretty young brunette women were inside, one busy with a suitcase
on the coffee table, and the other in front of a nearby mirror, brushing her
long hair. They wore skimpy silk dresses, both pretty fashionable, revealing a
great deal of their dark olive skin.

Lestat put his arm around me again and gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze.
"What does your mind tell you?" he whispered.

I let the Mind Gift loose, casting for the one at the mirror, and caught the
whisper of murder at
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once. The other was even more accustomed to it, and it seemed that both of
the women were party to a crime that was actually happening now
somewhere at a distance from this place.

It was an elegant hotel, this building. Through a door I saw the bedroom. I
caught the scent from a gin drink on one of the tables, I caught the scent of
fresh flowers, and of course I caught the overwhelming scent of Fair Game.

The thirst rose in me. The thirst clouded my eyes. I tasted blood as though I
were already drinking it, and I felt the abysmal and desperate emptiness that I
always feel before I feast. Nothing will ever fill you. Nothing will ever make
this abominable hunger go away.

"Fair Game exactly," said Lestat in a low voice. "But we don't let them suffer,
no matter how rough we want to get."

"No, Sir," I answered deferentially. "May I have the one in front of the
mirror?"



"Why?" he asked.
"Because I can see her face in the mirror, and she's cruel." He
nodded.

He slipped the door open and we came into the cool refreshing air of the
room. The thirst was too hot for it. The thirst was hopeless.

At once, the women cried out in protest. Where had we come from? Who
were we? Vulgar words, threats.

With a remnant of my rational mind, I saw that the suitcase was filled with
money, but what did it matter? How much more interesting was a huge vase
of flowers near the far window, bursting with color. How much more
interesting the blood.

Lestat drifted past me and caught the woman who ran to the right with both
his arms. The rush of furious words from her came to an abrupt stop.

The other woman darted to the sofa, and I saw the gun there that she wanted
so desperately to reach. I had her before she could lay her hand on it, and I
crushed her against me, looking into her black eyes.

She gave me a string of curses in Spanish, and the thirst in me rose even more
violently, as if her curses had drawn it out. I brushed her thick black hair back
from her neck and ran my thumb over the artery. She was maddened, full of
hatred.

Slowly, I bit into the fount of blood.

My Maker's lessons came back to me. Love her sins, follow the path with her,
make her evil your evil and you will do no evil. 1 struggled to obey as her
mind was broken open. I probed for the murders and I found them, rampant,
savage and always over the white powder; and the wealth that had drawn her
out of the deep filthy slums of her birth to finery and fortune, to those who
toasted her beauty and her cunning; and murder after murder of those as
covered in blood as herself. Yes, love you, I whispered, love the sheer will



and the ever present anger; yes, give it to me, the rage in the warm sweet
blood flowing, and suddenly there came, towards me, her unbounded love.

Without language, she said, Surrender. Without language, she said, I see it!,
and it was all of her life, without pagination, and her ripened soul expanded,
and there was a terrifying recognition of circumstance and inevitability, her
crimes pulled up by the roots from her heart as though by the hand of
Heaven.

But the hunger in me was sated, I was filled by her, I had had her, and I drew
back, kissing the puncture wounds, lapping the tiny trickles of blood that I'd
spilled, healing the evidence, even as the drowsiness overcame me and then
gently, gently I set her down on one of the indifferent chairs. I kissed her lips.

I knelt down before her. I forced my tongue between her lips and, opening
her mouth, I sucked on her tongue and sank my teeth into it delicately, and
there came again a small rush of blood.

Finally there was no more.
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I closed her large empty eyes with my left fingers. I felt her eyes through
their lids as her blood washed through me. I bent and kissed her breasts. The
blood sent shock after shock through me. I let her go.

In the usual daze, I turned and saw Lestat waiting, the royal figure, studying
me, musing it seemed, his yellow hair looking almost white in the lamplight,
his violet eyes wide.

"You did it right that time, Little Brother," he said. "You spilled not a single
drop."

There was so much I wanted to say. I wanted to talk of her life, the great
overreaching scope of it that I had so deeply tasted, the score she kept with
fate; and how hard I'd tried to do what my Maker had told me to do, not
merely to devour the blood but devour the evil, dip my tongue deep down
into the evil, but she was beside the point.



She was a victim. She who had never been a Subject was now Past Tense.

The blood had me. The warmth had me. The room was a phantasm. Lestat's
woman lay dead on the floor. And there was the suitcase of money, and it
meant nothing, could buy nothing, could change nothing, could save no one.
The flowers were bold and brilliant, pink lilies dripping with pollen, and dark
red roses. The room was complete and final and still.

"No one will mourn them," said Lestat softly. His voice seemed distant,
beyond my reach. "No need to find a hasty grave."

I thought of my Maker. I thought of the dark waters of Sugar Devil Swamp,
the thick duckweed, the voice of the owls.

Something changed in the room, but Lestat didn't know it.

"Come back to me," said Lestat. "It's important, Little Brother, not to let the
blood weaken you afterwards, no matter how sweet it is."

I nodded. But something was happening. We weren't alone.

I could see the dim figure of my double forming behind Lestat. I could see
Goblin, designed as I was designed. I could see the crazed smile on his face.

Lestat pivoted. "Where is he?" he whispered.

"No, Goblin, I forbid it," I said. But there was no stopping him. The figure
moved towards me with lightning speed, yet held itself together in human
form. Right before my eyes he was seemingly as solid as I was; and then I
felt the tingling all through my limbs as he merged with me, and the tiny
stabs on my hands and my neck and my face. I struggled as if I were caught
in a perfect net.

From deep inside me there came that orgasmic palpitation, that walloping
sensation that I was one with him and nothing could part us, that I wanted it
suddenly, yes, wanted him and me to be together always, yet I was saying
something different.

"Get away from me, Goblin. Goblin, you must listen. I was the one, the one



who brought you into being. Listen to me."

But it was useless. The electric shivers wouldn't stop, and I saw only images
of the two of us as children, as boys, as men, all of it moving too fast for me
to focus, to repudiate or confirm. Sunlight poured through an open doorway;
I saw the flowered pattern of linoleum. I heard the laughter of toddlers, and I
tasted milk.

I knew I was falling or about to fall, that Lestat's firm hands were holding me,
because I wasn't in the room with the sunlight, but it was all that I could see,
and there was Goblin, little Goblin frolicking and laughing, and I too was
laughing. Love you, all right, need you, of course, yours, us together. 1 looked
down and saw my chubby childish left hand, and I held a spoon in it and was
banging with the spoon. And there was Goblin's hand on top of mine. And
over and over came that bang of the spoon against wood, and the sunlight,
how beautifully it came in the door, but the flowers on the linoleum were
worn.

Then, as violently as Goblin had come, he withdrew. I glimpsed the
humanoid shape for no more than a second, the eyes huge, the mouth open;
then his image expanded, lost its conformity and
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vanished.

The draperies of the room swayed, and the vase of flowers suddenly toppled,
and I heard dimly the dripping of the water, and then the vase itself hit the
soft rug.

In a fog, I stared at the wounded bouquet of flowers. Pink-throated lilies. I
wanted to pick them up. The tiny wounds all over me stung me and hurt me. I
hated him that he had made the vase fall over, that the lilies were spilt now on
the floor.

I looked at the women, first one and then the other. They appeared to be
sleeping. There was no death.



My Goblin, my very own Goblin. That verbless thought stayed with me. My
familiar spirit, my partner in all of life; you belong to me and I belong to you.

Lestat was holding me by the shoulders. I could barely stand. In fact, if he
had let me go I would have fallen. I couldn't take my eyes off the pink-
throated lilies.

"He didn't have to make the flowers fall," I said. "I taught him not to hurt
things that were pretty. I taught him that when we were small."

"Quinn," said Lestat, "come back to me! I'm talking to you. Quinn!"

"You didn't see him," I said. I was shaking all over. I stared at the tiny
wounds on my hands, but they were already healing. It was the same way
with the pinpricks on my face. I wiped at my face. Faint traces of blood on
my fingers.

"I saw the blood," said Lestat.

"How did you see it?" I asked. I was growing stronger. I struggled to clear
my mind.

"In the shape of a man,"” Lestat said, "a man faintly sketched in blood,
sketched in the air, just for an instant, and then there was a swirling cloud of
tiny drops, and I saw it pass through the open door as rapidly as if it were
being sucked out."

"Then you know why I came looking for you," I said. But I realized he
couldn't really see the spirit that Goblin was. He'd seen the blood, yes,
because the blood was visible, but the spirit who had always appeared to me
was invisible to him.

"It can't really hurt you," he said, his voice tender and kind. "It can't take any
real volume of blood from you. It took just a tiny taste of what you took from
the woman."

"But he'll come again whenever he wants, and I can't fight him, and each
time, I could swear, it's a little more."



I steadied myself, and he released me, stroking my hair with his right hand.
That casual gesture of affection coupled with his dazzling appearance --the
vibrant eyes, the exquisitely proportioned features --entranced me even as the
trance induced by Goblin slowly wore away.

"He found me here," I said, "and I don't even know where I am. He found me
here, and he can find me anywhere, and each time, as I told you, he takes a
little more blood."

"Surely you can fight him," Lestat said, encouragingly.

His expression was concerned and protective, and I felt such an
overwhelming need of him and love for him that I was about to cry. I held it
back.

"Maybe I can learn to fight him," I said, "but is that enough?"

"Come, let's leave this graveyard," he answered. "You have to tell me about
him. You have to tell me how this came about."

"I don't know that I have all the answers," I said. "But I have a story to tell."
I followed him out onto the terrace into the fresh air.

"Let's go to Blackwood Manor," I said. "I don't know of another place where
we can talk in such peace. Only my aunt is there tonight and her lovable
entourage, and maybe my mother, and they'll all leave us completely alone.
They're utterly used to me."

"And Goblin?" he asked. "Will he be stronger there if he does come back?"

"He was as strong as ever only moments ago," I responded. "I think that I'll
be stronger."

22
"Then Blackwood Manor it is," he said.

Again there came his firm arm around me and we were traveling upwards.



The sky spread out, full of clouds, and then we broke through to the very
stars.

5

WITHIN MOMENTS we found ourselves in front of the big house, and I
experienced a flashing sense of embarrassment as I looked at its huge two-
story columned portico.

Of course the garden lights were on, brilliantly illuminating the fluted
columns to their full height, and all of the many rooms were aglow. In fact, I
had a rule on this and had had since boyhood, that at four o'clock all
chandeliers in the main house had to be lighted, and though I was no longer
that boy in the grip of twilight depression, the chandeliers were illuminated
by the same clock.

A quick chuckle from Lestat caught me off guard.

"And why are you so embarrassed?" he asked genially, having easily read my
mind. "America destroys her big houses. Some of them don't even last a
hundred years." His accent lessened. He sounded more intimate. "This place
is magnificent," he said casually. "I like the big columns. The portico, the
pediment, it's all rather glorious. Perfect Greek Revival style. How can you
be ashamed of such things? You're a strange creature, very gentle I think, and
out of kilter with your own time."

"Well, how can I belong to it now?" I asked. "Given the Dark Blood and all
its wondrous attributes. What do you think?"

I was at once ashamed of having answered so directly, but he merely took it
in stride.

"No, but I mean," he said, "you didn't belong to this time before the Dark
Gift, did you? The threads of your life, they weren't woven into any certain
fabric." His manner seemed simple and friendly.

"I suppose you're right," I responded. "In fact, you're very right."



"You're going to tell me all about it, aren't you?" he asked. His golden
eyebrows were very clear against his tanned skin, and he frowned slightly
while smiling at the same time. It made him look very clever and loving,
though I wasn't sure why.

"You want me to?" I asked.

"Of course I do," he answered. "It's what you want to do and must do,
besides." There came that mischievous smile and frown again. "Now, shall
we go inside?"

"Of course, yes," I said, greatly relieved as much by his friendly manner as
by what he said. I couldn't quite grasp that I had him with me, that not only
had I found him but that he was wanting to hear my story; he was at my side.

We went up the six front steps to the marble porch and I opened the door,
which, on account of our being out here in the country, was never locked.

The broad central hallway stretched out before us, with its diamond-shaped
white-and-black marble tiles running to the rear door, which was identical to
the door by which we had just entered.

Partially blocking our view was one of the greatest attributes of Blackwood
Manor, the spiral stairway, and this drew from Lestat a look of pure delight.

The frigid air-conditioning felt good.

"How gorgeous this is," he said, gazing at the stairway with its graceful
railing and delicate balusters. He stood in the well of it. "Why, it runs all the
way to a third floor, doubling back on itself
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beautifully."

"The third floor's the attic," I said. "It's a treasure trove of trunks and old
furniture. It's yielded some of its little secrets to me."

His eyes moved to the running mural on the hallway walls, a sunshine Italian



pastoral giving way to a deep blue sky whose bright color dominated the
entire long space and the hall above.

"Ah, now this is lovely," he said, looking up at the high ceiling. "And look at
the plaster moldings. Done by hand, weren't they?"

I nodded. "New Orleans craftsmen," I said. "It was the 1880s, and my great-
great-greatgrandfather was fiercely romantic and partially insane."

"And this drawing room," he said, peering through the arched doorway to his
right. "It's full of old furniture, fine furniture. What do you call it, Quinn?
Rococo? It fills me with a dreamy sense of the past."”

Again, I nodded. I had gone rapidly from embarrassment to an embarrassing
sense of pride. All my life people had capitulated to Blackwood Manor. They
had positively raved about it, and I wondered now that I had been so
mortified. But this being, this strangely compelling and handsome individual
into whose hands I'd put my very life, had grown up in a castle, and I had
feared he would laugh at what he saw.

On the contrary, he seemed thrilled by the golden harp and the old Pleyel
piano. He glanced at the huge somber portrait of Manfred Blackwood, my
venerable ancestor. And then slowly he turned enthusiastically to the dining
room on the other side of the hall.

I made a motion for him to enter.

The antique crystal chandelier was showering a wealth of light on the long
table, a table which could seat some thirty people, made especially for the
room. The gilded chairs had only recently been re-covered in green satin
damask, and the green and gold was repeated in the wall-to-wall carpet, with
a gold swirl on a green ground. Gilded sideboards, inset with green
malachite, were ranged between the long windows on the far wall.

A need to apologize stole over me again, perhaps because Lestat seemed lost
in his judgment of the place.

"It's so unnecessary, Blackwood Manor," I told him. "And with Aunt Queen



and me its only regular inhabitants, I have the feeling that someone will come
and make us turn it over for some more sensible use. Of course there are
other members of the family --and then there's the staff, who are so damned
rich in their own right that they don't have to work for anybody." I broke off,
ashamed of rambling.

"And what would a more sensible use be?" he asked in the same comfortable
manner he had adopted before. "Why should the house not be your gracious
home?"

He was looking at the huge portrait of Aunt Queen when she was young --a
smiling girl in a sleeveless white beaded evening gown that might have been
made yesterday rather than seventy years ago, as it was; and at another
portrait --of Virginia Lee Blackwood, Manfred's wife, the first lady ever to
live in Blackwood Manor.

It was murky now, this portrait of Virginia Lee, but the style was robust and
faintly emotional, and the woman herself, blond with eyes of blue, was very
honest to look at, and modest, and smiling, with small features and an
undeniably pretty face. She was dressed ornately in the style of the 1880s, in
a high-necked dress of sky blue with long sleeves puckered at the shoulders,
and her hair heaped on the top of her head. She had been the grandmother of
Aunt Queen, and I always saw a certain likeness in these portraits, in the eyes
and the shape of the faces, though others claimed they could not. But then. . .

And they had more than casual associations for me, these portraits, especially
that of Virginia Lee. Aunt Queen I had still with me. But Virginia Lee. . . |
shuddered but repressed those alien memories of ghosts and grotesqueries.
Too much was taking my mind by storm.
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"Yes, why not your home, and the repository of your ancestors' treasures?"
Lestat remarked innocently. "I don't understand."

"Well, when I was growing up," I said in answer to his question, "my
grandma and grandpa were living then, and this was a sort of hotel. A bed-
and-breakfast was what they called it. But they served dinner down here in



the dining room as well. Lots of tourists came up this way to spend some
time in it. We still have the Christmas banquet every year, with singers who
stand on the staircase for the final caroling, while the guests gather here in the
hall. It all seems very useful at times like that. This last year I had a midnight
Easter banquet as well, just so I could attend it."

A sense of the past shook me, frightening me with its vitality. I pressed on,
guiltily trying to wring something from the earliest memories. What right had
I to good times now, or memories?

"I love the singers," I said. "I used to cry with my grandparents when the
soprano sang 'O Holy Night." Blackwood Manor seems powerful at such
times --a place to alter people's lives. You can tell I'm still very caught up in
it."

"How does it alter people's lives?" he asked quickly, as if the idea had hooked
him.

"Oh, there've been so many weddings here." My voice caught. Weddings. A
hideous memory, a recent memory overshot all, a shameful awful memory --
blood, her gown, the taste of it --but I forced it out of my mind. I went on:

"I remember lovely weddings, and anniversary banquets. I remember a picnic
on the lawn for an elderly man who had just turned ninety. I remember
people coming back to visit the site where they'd been married." Again came
that stabbing recollection --a bride, a bride covered in blood. My head swam.

You little fool, you've killed her. You weren't supposed to kill her, and look at
her white dress.

I wouldn't think of it yet. I couldn't be crippled with it yet. I'd confess it all to
Lestat, but not yet.

I had to continue. I stammered. I managed.

"Somewhere there's an old guest book with a broken quill pen crushed in it,
full of comments by those who came and went and came again. They're still
coming. It's a flame that hasn't gone out."



He nodded and smiled faintly as though this pleased him. He looked again at
the portrait of Virginia Lee.

A vague shimmer passed over me. Had the portrait changed? Vague
imaginings that her lovely blue eyes looked down at me. But she would never
come to life for me now, would she? Of course she wouldn't. Hers had been a
famous virtue and magnanimity. What would she have to do with me now?

"And these days," I pressed on, fastening to my little narrative, "I find myself
cherishing this house desperately, and cherishing as well all my mortal
connections. My Aunt Queen I cherish above all. But there are others, others
who must never know what I am."

He studied me patiently, as if pondering these things.

"Your conscience is tuned like a violin," he said pensively. "Do you really
like having them here, the strangers, the Christmas and Easter guests, under
your own roof?"

"It's cheerful,” T admitted. "There's always light and movement. There are
voices and the dull vibration of the busy stairs. Sometimes guests complain --
the grits is watery or the gravy is lumpy --and in the old days, my
grandmother Sweetheart would cry over those complaints, and my
grandfather

--Pops, we all called him --would privately slam his fist down on the kitchen
table; but in the main, the guests love the place. . .

". .. And now and then it can be lonesome here, melancholy and dismal, no
matter how bright the chandeliers. I think that when my grandparents died
and that part of it was all over I felt a. . . a deep depression that seemed linked
to Blackwood Manor, though I couldn't leave it, and wouldn't of my own
accord."

He nodded at these words as though he understood them. He was looking at
me as surely as I was looking at him. He was appraising me as surely as |
appraised him.
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I was thinking how very attractive he was, I couldn't stop myself, with his
yellow hair so thick and long, turning so gracefully at the collar of his coat,
and his large probing violet eyes. There are very few creatures on earth who
have true violet eyes. The slight difference between his eyes meant nothing.
His sun-browned skin was flawless. What he saw in me with his questioning
gaze, I couldn't know.

"You know, you can roam about this house," I said, still vaguely shocked that
I had his interest, the words spilling anxiously from me again. "You can roam
from room to room, and there are ghosts. Sometimes even the tourists see the
ghosts."

"Did that scare them?" he asked with genuine curiosity.

"Oh, no, they're too gung ho to be in a haunted house. They love it. They see
things where there are no things. They ask to be left alone in haunted rooms."

He
laughed
silently.

"They claim to hear bells ring that aren't ringing," I went on, smiling back at
him, "and they smell coffee when there is no coffee, and they catch the drift
of exotic perfumes. Now and then there was a tourist or two who was
genuinely frightened, in fact there were several in the bed-and-board days
who packed up immediately, but in the main, the reputation of the place sold
it. And then, of course, there were those who actually saw ghosts."

"And you, you do see the ghosts," he said.

"Yes," I answered. "Most of the ghosts are weak things, hardly more than
vapor, but there are exceptions. . ." I hesitated. I was lost for a moment. I felt
my words might trigger some awful apparition, but I wanted so to confide in
him. Stumbling, I went on:



"Yes,
extraordinary
exceptions. . ." I broke off.

"I want you to tell me," he said. "You have a room upstairs, don't you? A
quiet place where we can talk. But I sense someone else in this house."

He glanced towards the hallway.

"Yes, Aunt Queen in the back bedroom," I said. "It won't take more than a
moment for me to see her."

"That's a curious name, Aunt Queen," he remarked, his smile brightening
again. "It's divinely southern, I think. Will you take me to see her as well?"

"Absolutely," I answered, without the hesitation of common sense. "Lorraine
McQueen is her name, and everyone hereabouts calls her Miss Queen or
Aunt Queen."

We went into the hallway together and once again he glanced up at the
curving stairs.

I led him back past it, his boots sounding sharp on the marble, and I brought
him to the open door of Aunt Queen's room.

There she was, my darling, quite resplendent, and very busy, and not in the
least disturbed by our approach.

She sat at her marble table just to the right of her dressing table, the whole
making the L in which she was most happy. The nearby floor lamp as well as
the frilly lights on the dressing table illuminated her wonderfully, and she had
her dozens of cameos out before her on the marble and her bone-handled
magnifying glass in her right hand.

She seemed dreadfully frail in her white quilted satin robe, with its buckled
belt around her tiny waist, her throat wrapped well in a white silk scarf
tucked into her lapels, over which rested her favorite necklace of diamonds



and pearls. Her soft gray hair was curled naturally around her face, and her
small eyes were full of an exuberant spirit as she studied the cameos at hand.
Under the table, and where her robe was parted, I could see that she wore her
perilous pink-sequined high-heeled shoes. I wanted to lecture. Ever a danger,
those spike-heeled shoes.

Aunt Queen seemed the perfect name for her, and I felt an instinctive pride in
her, that she had been the guardian angel of my life. I had no fear of her
recognizing anything abnormal in Lestat, what with his tanned skin, except
perhaps his excessive beauty. And I was happy with the moment beyond
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words.

The whole room made a lovely picture as I tried to see it the way that Lestat
must see it, what with the canopied bed to the far left. It had only recently
been redone in scallops of rose-colored satin, ornamented with darker braid,
and it was made up already, which wasn't always the case, with the heavy
satin cover and pillow shams and other decorative pillows in a heap. The rose
damask couch and scattered armchairs matched the hangings of the bed.

Jasmine was there in the shadows, our lifelong housekeeper, whose silky dark
skin and fine features made her a special beauty, just as surely as Aunt
Queen. She looked uncommonly sharp in her red sheath dress and high heels,
with a string of pearls around her neck. I'd given her those pearls, hadn't I?

Jasmine gave me a little wave, and then went back to straightening small
items on the bedside table, and as Aunt Queen looked up and greeted me,
crying "Quinn!" with a little touch of ecstasy, Jasmine stopped her work and
came forward, slipping right past us out of the room.

I wanted to hug Jasmine. It had been nights since I'd seen her. But I was
afraid. Then I thought, no, I'm going to do it for as long as I can do it, and
I've fed and I'm warm. A greedy sense of goodness overcame me, that I
wasn't damned. I felt too much love. I stepped back and caught Jasmine in
my arms.



She was beautifully built, and her skin was a lovely color of milk chocolate
and her eyes were hazel and her hair extremely woolly, and always
beautifully bleached yellow and close-cropped to her very round head.

"Ah, that's my Little Boss," she said as she hugged me in return. We were in
the shadows of the hallway. "My mysterious Little Boss," she went on,
pressing me tight against her bosom so that her head was against my chest.
"My wandering Little Boy, whom I scarcely ever see at all."

"You're my girlfriend forever," I whispered, kissing the top of her head. In
this close company, the blood of the dead was serving me well. And besides,
I was hopeful and slightly crazy.

"You come in here, Quinn," called out Aunt Queen, and Jasmine softly let me
go and she went towards the rear door.

"Ah, you have a friend with you," said Aunt Queen as I obeyed her, Lestat at
my side. The room was warmer than the rest of the house.

Aunt Queen's voice was ageless, if not actually youthful, and she spoke with
a clear commanding diction.

"I'm so pleased you have company," she said. "And what a fine strapling of a
youth you are," she said to Lestat, satirizing herself ever so delightfully.
"Come here so I can see you. Ah, but you are handsome. Come into the
light."

"And you, my dear lady, are a vision," Lestat said, his French accent
thickening just a tiny bit as if for emphasis, and, leaning over the marble table
with its random cameos, he bent to kiss her hand.

She was a vision, there was no doubt of it, her face warm and pretty for all its
years. It wasn't gaunt so much as naturally angular, and her thinning lips were
neatly brightened with rose lipstick, and her eyes, in spite of the fine wrinkles
around them, were still vividly blue. The diamonds and pearls on her breast
were stunning, and she wore several rich diamond rings on her long hands.

The jewels as always seemed part of her power and dignity, as if age had



given her strong advantage, and a sweet femininity seemed to characterize
her as well.

"Over here, Little Boy," she said to me.

I went to her side and bent down to receive her kiss on my cheek. That had
been my custom ever since I'd grown to the staggering height of six foot four,
and she often took hold of my head and teasingly refused to let me go. This
time, she didn't do it. She was too distracted by the alluring creature standing
before her table, with his cordial smile.

"And look at your coat,"” she said to Lestat, "how marvelous. Why, it's a
wide-skirted frock coat.
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Wherever did you get it, and the cameo buttons, how perfect. Will you come
here this very minute and let me see them? You can see that I've a positive
mania for cameos. And now as the years have gone by, I think of little else."

Lestat came round the table as I moved away. I was frightened suddenly, very
frightened, that she would sense something about him, but no sooner had this
thought gripped me than I realized he had the situation entirely under his
command.

Hadn't another Blood Drinker, my Maker, charmed Aunt Queen in the same
manner? Why the hell should I be so afraid?

As she examined the buttons, remarking that each was a different muse of the
Grecian Nine Muses, Lestat was beaming down on her as if he were
genuinely smitten, and I loved him for it. Because Aunt Queen was the
person I loved most in all the world. Having the two of them together was a
little more than I could bear.

"Yes, a real true frock coat," she said.

"Well, I'm a musician, Madam," Lestat said to her. "You know in this day
and age a rock musician can wear a frock coat if he wishes, and so I indulge



myself. I'm theatrical and incorrigible. A regular beast when it comes to the
exaggerated and the eccentric. I like to clear all obstacles when I enter a
room, and I have a perfect mania for antique things."

"Yes, you're so right to have it," she said, exulting in him obviously, as he
stepped back and joined me where I stood before the table. "My two
handsome boys," she remarked. "You do know that Quinn's mother is a
singer, though what kind of a singer I'm not quite prepared to say."

Lestat didn't know, and he gave me a curious glance and a slight teasing
smile.

"Country music," I said quickly. "Patsy Blackwood is her name. She's got a
powerful voice."

"Very much diluted country music,” said Aunt Queen with a vague tone of
disapproval. "I think she calls it country pop, and that can account for a lot.
She has a good voice, however, and she writes occasional lyrics that aren't
too bad. She's good at a sort of mournful ballad, almost Celtic, though she
doesn't know it --but you know, a little minor-key bluegrass sound is what
she really likes to do, and if she did what she likes to do rather than what she
thinks she ought to do she might have the very fame she so desires." Aunt
Queen sighed.

I marveled, not only at the wisdom of what she'd said, but at the curious
disloyalty, because Aunt Queen was never one to criticize her own flesh and
blood. But something seemed to have been stirred inside her by Lestat's gaze.
Perhaps he had worked a vague charm, and she was giving forth her deepest
thoughts.

"But you, young man," she said, "I'm your Aunt Queen from now on and
forever, certainly; but what is your name?"

"Lestat, Madam," he answered, pronouncing it "Les- dot," with the accent on
the second syllable. "I'm not really very famous either. And I don't sing
anymore at all actually, except to myself when I'm driving my black Porsche
madly or riding my motorcycle at a raging speed on the roads. Then I'm a
regular Pavarotti --."



"Oh, but you mustn't go speeding!" Aunt Queen declared with a sudden
attack of pure seriousness. "That's how I lost my husband, John McQueen. It
was a new Bugatti, you know what a Bugatti is" (Lestat nodded), "and he was
so proud of it, his fine European sports car, and we were racing down the
Pacific Coast Highway One, and on an unclouded summer day, screeching
around the turns, down to Big Sur, and he lost control of the wheel and went
right through the windshield. Dead like that. And I came to my senses with a
crowd around me, only inches from a cliff that went sheer down into the sea."

"Appalling," said Lestat earnestly. "Was it very long ago?"

"Of course, decades ago, when I was foolish enough to do such things," said
Aunt Queen, "and I never remarried; we Blackwoods, we don't remarry. And
John McQueen left me a fortune, some
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consolation, I've never found another like him, with so much passion and so
many happy delusions, but then I never much looked." She shook her head at
the pity of it. "But that's a dreary subject, all that, he's buried in the
Blackwood tomb in the Metairie Cemetery; we have a large tomb there, an
inspiring little chapel of a tomb, and I'll soon be in it too."

"Oh, my God, no," I whispered, with a little too much fear.

"You hush now," she said, glancing up at me. "And Lestat, my darling Lestat,
tell me about your clothes, your odd and bold taste. I love it. I must confess
that to picture you in that frock coat, rushing along on a motorcycle, is quite
amusing, to be sure."

"Well Madam," he said, laughing softly, "my longing for the stage and the
microphone is gone, but I won't give up the fancy clothes. I can't give them
up. I'm the prisoner of capricious fashion and am actually quite plain tonight.
I think nothing of piling on the lace and the diamond cuff links, and I envy
Quinn that snappy leather coat he's wearing. You could call me a Goth, I
think." He glanced at me very naturally, as though we were both simple
humans. "Don't they call us snappy antique dressers Goth now, Quinn?"



"I think they do," I said, trying to catch up.

This little speech of his made Aunt Queen laugh and laugh. She had forgotten
John McQueen, who had in fact died a long time ago into stories. "What an
unusual name, Lestat," she returned. "Does it have a meaning?"

"None whatsoever, Madam," Lestat answered. "If memory serves me right,
and it does less and less, the name's compounded of the first letter of each of
my six older brothers' names, all of whom --the brothers and their names --I
grew up to cheerfully and vigorously despise."

Again, Aunt Queen laughed, plainly surprised and utterly seduced. "Seventh
son," she said.

"Now that confers a certain power and I'm deeply respecting of it. And you
speak with a ready eloquence. You seem a fine and invigorating friend for
Quinn."

"That's my ambition, to be his fine friend," said Lestat immediately and
sincerely, "but don't let me intrude."

"Never even think of it,” Aunt Queen offered. "You're welcome under my
roof. I like you. I know I do. And you, Quinn, where have you been of late?"

"Round and about, Aunt Queen," I answered. "Bad as Patsy in my roamings,
round and about --I don't know."

"And have you brought me a cameo?" she asked. "This is our custom,
Lestat," she explained, and then: "It's been a week since you have been in this
room, Tarquin Blackwood. I want my cameo. You must have one. I won't let
you off the hook."

"Oh, yes, you know I almost forgot about it," I said. (And with reason!) I felt
in my right-hand coat pocket for a little tissue-covered package that I'd put
there nights ago. "It's from New York, this one, a lovely shell cameo."

I unwrapped the paper and put it before her in all its glory, one of the largest
shell cameos that she would own. The image was from the white strata of the



shell, naturally, and the background a dark pink. The cameo was a perfect
oval with a particularly exquisite scalloped frame of heavy 24-carat gold.

"Medusa," she said, with obvious satisfaction, identifying the woman's
profile at once by her winged head and the wild snakes for hair. "And so
large and so sharply carved."

"Fearsome," I said. "The best Medusa I've ever seen. Note the height of the
wing, and a bit of the orange strata on the wing tip. I meant to bring it sooner.
I wish that I had."”

"Oh, there's no point to that, my darling," she said. "Don't regret it when you
don't come to see me. I think I'm timeless. You're here now and you've
remembered me. That's what counts.”" She looked up to Lestat eagerly. "You
know the story of Medusa, don't you?" she asked.

Lestat hesitated, only smiling, obviously wanting her to speak more than he
wanted to speak
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himself. He looked rather radiant in his rapture with her, and she was
beaming back.

"Once beautiful, then turned into a monster," said Aunt Queen, clearly
enjoying the moment immensely. "With a face that could turn men to stone.
Perseus sought her by her reflection in his polished shield, and once he'd slain
her the winged horse Pegasus was born from the drops of blood that fell to
earth from her severed head."

"And it was that head," said Lestat confidingly, "that Athena then
emblazoned on her shield."”

"You're so very right," said Aunt Queen.

"A charm against harm," said Lestat softly. "That's what she became once
beheaded. Another wondrous transformation, I think --beauty to monster,
monster to charm."



"Yes, you're right on all counts," said Aunt Queen. "A charm against harm,"
she repeated.

"Here, come, Quinn, help me take off these heavy diamonds," she said, "and
get a gold chain for me. I want to wear Medusa on my neck."

It was a simple matter to do as she asked. I came around directly to the
dressing table and removed the diamonds from her, giving her a sly kiss on
the cheek, and put the diamond necklace in its customary leather box. This
always sat atop her dressing table on the right-hand side. The gold chains
were in a box in the top drawer, each in its plastic pouch.

From these I chose a strong chain of bright 24-carat gold, and one that would
give her a snug but good fit. I threaded it through the bail attached to the
cameo, and then put the chain around her neck for her and snapped the clasp.

After another quick couple of kisses, very powdery and rather like kissing a
person made of pure white confectioners' sugar, I came around in front of her
again. The cameo was perfectly nested against the full gathered silk of the
scarf and looked both imposing and rich.

"I have to admit," I said of my new purchase, "it is really quite a trophy.
Medusa is her wicked self in this one, not just a pretty winged girl with
snakes, and that's rare."

"Yes," said Lestat agreeably, "and so much stronger is the charm."

"You think so?" Aunt Queen asked him. For all her dignity, the cameo
befitted her more than the roaring diamonds. "You're a curious young man,"
she went on to Lestat. "You speak slowly and reflectively, and the timbre of
your voice is deep. I like it. Quinn was a bookworm and swallowed
mythology by the mouthful, once he could read, and, mind you, that wasn't
until very late. But you, how do you know about mythology, for surely you
do? And obviously something about cameos, or so I judge by your coat.”

"Knowledge drifts in and out of my mind," said Lestat with a little look of
honest distress and a shake of his head. "I devour it and then I lose it and
sometimes I can't reach for any knowledge that I ought to possess. I feel



desolate, but then knowledge returns or I seek it out in a new source."

How they connected, the two of them, it was amazing to me. And then I felt a
stab of bitter memory again, of my Maker, that appalling presence, that
damnable presence, once connecting with Aunt Queen in this very room and
in the very same easy way. The subject had been cameos then too. Cameos.
But this was Lestat, not my Maker, this was not that loathsome being. This
was my hero under my roof.

"But you love books, then," Aunt Queen was saying. I had to listen.

"Oh, yes," Lestat said. "Sometimes they're the only thing that keeps me
alive."

"What a thing to say at your age," she laughed.

"No, but one can feel desperate at any age, don't you think? The young are
eternally desperate," he said frankly. "And books, they offer one hope --that a
whole universe might open up from between the covers, and falling into that
new universe, one is saved."

"Oh, yes, I think so, I really do," Aunt Queen responded, almost gleefully. "It
ought to be that way with people and sometimes it is. Imagine --each new
person an entire universe. Do you think we can allow that? You're clever and
keen."

30

"I think we don't want to allow it," Lestat responded. "We're too jealous, and
fearful. But we should allow it, and then our existence would be wondrous as
we went from soul to soul."

Aunt Queen laughed gaily.

"Oh, but you are a specimen," she said. "Wherever did you come from? Oh, I
wish that Quinn's teacher Nash was here. He'd so enjoy you. Or that little
Tommy wasn't away at school. Tommy is Quinn's uncle, which is slightly
misleading since Tommy is only fourteen, and then there's Jerome. Where's



little Jerome? Probably fast asleep. Ah, we'll have to make do with only me -

"But tell me if you will, Miss Queen," asked Lestat, "why do you love the
cameos so much?

These buttons, I can't claim to have chosen them with much care, or to have
been obsessed with them. I didn't know they were the Nine Muses until you
told me, and for that I'm in your debt. But you have here a fine love affair.
How did it come about?"

"Can't you see with your own eyes?" she asked. She offered him a shell
cameo of the Three Graces and he held it up, inspecting it, and then he laid it
down reverently before her again.

"They're works of art," said Aunt Queen, "of a special sort. They're pictures,
complete little pictures, that's what matters. Small, intricate and intense. Let's
use your metaphor of the entire universe again; that's what you find in many
of these."

She was in a rapture.

"One can wear them," she said, "but it doesn't cheapen them to do it. You
yourself just spoke of the charm."” She touched the Medusa at her breast.
"And of course I find something unique in every one I acquire. In fact, there's
infinite variety in cameos. Here, look," she said, handing Lestat another
example. "You see, it's a mythical scene of Hercules fighting a bull, and there
is a goddess behind him and a graceful female figure in front. I've never seen
another like it, though I have hundreds of mythological scenes."
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"They are intense, yes,'
truly divine, yes."

said Lestat. "I see your point completely, and it's

She looked about for a moment and then picked up another large shell cameo
and offered it to him.

"Now that's Rebecca at the Well," she said. "A common scene depicted on
cameos, and coming from the Bible, don't you know, from the book of



Genesis, when Abraham sent a messenger to find a wife for his son Isaac, and
Rebecca came out to greet this messenger at the village well."

"Yes, I know the story," Lestat said quietly. "And it's an excellent cameo
too."

She looked at him eagerly, as much into his eyes as at his hands, with their
lustrous fingernails.

"That was one of the first cameos I ever saw," she said, taking it back from
him, "and it was with Rebecca at the Well that my collection began. I was
given ten altogether of that exact same theme, Rebecca at the Well, though all
were different in their carvings, and I have them all here. There's a story to it,
to be sure."

He was obviously curious, and seemed to possess all the time in the world.
"Tell me," he said simply.

"Oh, but how I have behaved!" she suddenly remarked, "allowing you to
stand there as if you were bad boys brought before the principal. Forgive me,
you must sit down. Oh, but I am witless to be so remiss in my own boudoir!
For shame!"

I was about to object, to declare it unnecessary, but I saw that Lestat wanted
to know her, and she was having such a wonderful time.

"Quinn," she declared, "you bring those two chairs here. We'll make a cozy
circle, Lestat, if I'm to tell a tale."

I knew there was no arguing. Besides, I was painfully stimulated that these
two liked each other. I was crazy again.

As to the chairs, I did as I was told, crossing the room, taking up two of the
straight-back chairs from Aunt Queen's round writing table between the back
windows, and setting the chairs down right
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where we had stood so that we could face her again.
She took the plunge:

"It came about in this very room, my introduction to the passion for the
cameo," she said, her eyes flitting over both of us and then fixing firmly on
Lestat. "I was nine years old then and my grandfather was dying in here, a
dreadful old man, Manfred Blackwood, the great monster of our history, the
man who built this house, a man of whom everybody was afraid. My father,
his only living son, William, tried to keep me away from him, but one day
when the old beast was alone he saw me peeping in at that door.

"He ordered me to come inside and I was too afraid not to do it, and curious
besides. He was sitting here where I am now, only there was no fancy
dressing table here. Just his easy chair, and he sat in it, with a blanket over his
lap, and both his hands on his silver-knobbed cane. His face was stubbly with
his rough beard, and he wore a bib of sorts, and dribbled from the edge of his
mouth.

"Oh, what a curse to live to that age to be slobbering as he was, like a
bulldog. I think of a bulldog every time I think of him. And mind you, a
sickroom in those days, no matter how well attended, wasn't what a sickroom
is today! It reeked, I tell you. If I ever become that old and start to slobber,
Quinn has my express permission to blow my brains out with my own pearl-
handled gun, or to sink me with morphine! Remember that, Little Boy."

"Of course," I rejoined, winking at her.

"Oh, you little devil, I'm serious --you can't imagine how revolting it can be,
and all I ask is permission to say my Rosary before you execute the sentence,
and then I'll be gone." She looked at the cameos and then about herself and
back to Lestat.

"The Old Man, yes, the Old Man," she said, "and he was staring blankly into
nothing before he saw me, mumbling to himself until he started to mumble to
me. There was a little chest of drawers beside him where it was rumored he
kept his money, but how I knew this I don't now recall.



"As I was saying, the old reprobate told me to come in, and then he unlocked
the top drawer of this chest and he took out a small velvet box and, letting his
cane fall over on the floor, he put the box in my hands. 'Open that up and
hurry,” he said. 'Because you're my only granddaughter and I want you to
have it, and your mother is too foolish to want it. I said hurry up.’

"Well, I did precisely what he told me, and inside were all these cameos, and
I thought they were fascinating with all their tiny little people on them and
their frames of gold.

" 'Rebecca at the Well,' he said. 'All of them of the same story, Rebecca at the
Well." And then,

'If they tell you I murdered her they're telling you the truth. She couldn't be
satisfied with cameos and diamonds and pearls, not that one. I killed her, or
more truthfully, and it's time for the truth, I dragged her to her death.’

"Of course I was awestruck by his words," said Aunt Queen, "but instead of
being suspicious and horrified, I was impressed that he was addressing these
words to me. And he went on talking, the slobber coming down the side of
his mouth to his chin. I should have helped him wipe his face, but I was too
young to do anything as compassionate as that.

" "Those were the old days,' he said to me, 'and she wore those high-collared
lace blouses, and the cameos looked so very precious at her throat. She was
so precious when I first brought her here. They're all so precious in the
beginning and then they turn rotten. Except my poor dead Virginia Lee. My
lovely, unforgettable Virginia Lee. Would she had lived forever, my own
Virginia Lee. But the others, rotten, I tell you, greedy and rotten every time.

" 'But she was the worst of all my disappointments,’ he told me, fixing me
with his mean eyes.

'Rebecca, and Rebecca at the Well,' he said. 'It was he who gave me the first
cameo for her, when he'd heard her name, telling me the story of it, and he
that brought several more, all of Rebecca, all gifts for her, he said, he being
the evil spy that he was, ever watching us; they all came from him, all these
cameos, if truth be known, from him, though there's no taint on it, and you're



just a child.""
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Aunt Queen paused, appealing to Lestat mutely to assure herself, I think, that
she had an audience, and then when she saw that both of us were rapt, she
went on.

"I remember all those words," she said, "and in my girl's heart I wanted the
enchanting cameos, of course. I wanted them, the whole box! And so I held it
tight as he went on, barking his words, or maybe even gnashing them out, it's
hard to say. 'She grew to love the cameos,' the old beast said, 'as long as she
could still dream and be content at the same time. But women aren't gifted
with contentment. And it was he that killed her for me, a bloody sacrifice,
that's what she was, an offering up to him, you might say and I would say, but
I was the one who dragged her to it. And it wasn't the first time that I'd taken
some poor misshapen soul to those bloody chains, to be sure.'"

I shivered. These words sounded a deep dark chord in me. I had a passel of
secrets that weighed on me like so many stones. I couldn't do anything except
listen in a vague spell as she went on.

"I remembered those words 'to those bloody chains,' " said Aunt Queen, "and
all his other words as he yammered away: 'She gave me no choice, if the truth
be known." He was almost bellowing. 'Now you take those cameos and wear
them, no matter what you think of me. I have something there sweet and
costly to give you, and you're just a little girl and my grandchild, and that's
what I wish it to be.’

"Of course, I didn't know how to answer him," Aunt Queen went on. "I don't
think for a moment I believed he was a real murderer, and I certainly didn't
know of this strange accomplice to whom he referred, this he, of whom he
spoke with such mystery, and I never did find out who the man was, not to
this very day. But he knew. And he continued as if I'd lanced a wound. 'You
know, I confess it, over and over,' he said, 'to the priest and to the sheriff, and
neither believes me, and the sheriff just says she's been gone some thirty-five
years and I'm imagining, and as for him, what if his gold built this house; he's
a liar and a cheat and he's left me this house as a prison, as a mausoleum, and



I can't go any longer to him, though I know he's out there, he's out there on
Sugar Devil Island, I can feel him, I can feel his eyes on me in the night when
he comes near. I can't catch him. I never could. And I can't go out there
anymore to curse him to his face, I'm too old now, and too weak.

"Oh, it was a powerful mystery," said Aunt Queen. " "What if his gold built
this house?' I kept it secret what he'd said. I didn't want my mother to take the
cameos away. She wasn't a Blackwood, of course, and that's what they
always said of her, 'She's not a Blackwood," as though that explained her
intelligence and common sense. But the point was, my room upstairs was full
of clutter. It was an easy thing to hide the cameos away. I'd take them out at
night and look at them and they bewitched me. And so my obsession began.

"Now, my grandfather did within a few months' time get right up out of this
room and stagger down to the landing and put himself right into a pirogue
and row off with a pole into Sugar Devil Swamp. Of course the farmhands
were hollering at him to stop, but he went off and vanished. And no one ever
saw him again, ever. He was forever gone."

A stealthy trembling had come over me, a trembling of the heart perhaps
more than the body. I watched her, and her words ran as if written on ribbons
being pulled through my mind.

She shook her head. She moved the cameo of Rebecca at the Well with her
left hand. I could no more dare to read her mind than I would to strike her or
say a cross word to her. I waited in love and full of old dread.

Lestat seemed quietly entranced, waiting on her to speak again, which she
did:

"Of course eventually they declared him officially dead, and long before that,
when they were still searching for him --though no one knew how to get to
the island, no one ever even found the island --I told my mother all he'd said.
She told my father. But they knew nothing of the old man's murder
confession or his strange accomplice, the mysterious he, only that
Grandfather left behind him plenty of money in numerous deposit boxes in
various banks.



"Now maybe if my father had not been such a simple and practical man he
would have looked into it, but he didn't and neither did my aunt, Manfred's
only other child. They didn't see ghosts, those

33

two." She made this remark as if Lestat would naturally regard this as
peculiar. "And they had a strong sense, both of them, that Blackwood Farm
should be worked and should pay. They passed that on to my brother Gravier,
Quinn's great-grandfather, and he passed it on to Thomas, Quinn's
grandfather, and that was what those men did, the three of them, work, work,
work Blackwood Farm all the time, and so did their wives, always in the
kitchen, always loving you with food, that's what they were like. My father,
my brother and my nephew were all real countrymen.

"But there was always money, money from the Old Man, and everybody
knew he'd left a fortune, and it wasn't the milk cows and the tung oil trees
that made the house so splendid. It was the money that my grandfather had
left. In those days people really didn't ask where you got your money. The
government didn't care as they do in this day and age. When this house
finally fell to me, I searched through all the records, but I couldn't find any
mention of the mysterious he, or a partner of any sort, in my grandfather's
affairs."

She sighed and then, glancing at Lestat's eager face, she continued, her voice
tripping a little faster as the past opened up.

"Now, regarding the beautiful Rebecca, my father did have terrible memories
of her, and so did my aunt. Rebecca had been a scandalous companion to my
grandfather, brought into this very house, after his saint of a wife, Virginia
Lee, had died. An evil stepmother if ever there was one, was this Rebecca,
too young to be maternal, and violently mean to my father and my aunt, who
were just little children, and mean as well to everyone else.

"They said that at the dinner table, to which she was allowed to come in all
her obvious impropriety, she'd sing out my poor Aunt Camille's private
verses just to show her she'd snuck into her room and read them, and one
night, gentle though she was, Aunt Camille Blackwood rose up and threw an



entire bowl of hot soup in Rebecca's face."
Aunt Queen paused to sigh at this old violence and then went on:

"They all hated Rebecca, or so the story went. My poor Aunt Camille. She
might have been another Emily Dickinson or Emily Bronté if that evil
Rebecca hadn't sung out her poetry. My poor Aunt Camille, she tore it all up
after those eyes had seen it and those lips had spoken it and never wrote
another verse again. She cut off her long hair for spite and burnt it up in the
grate.

"But one day, after many another agonizing dinner-table struggle, this evil
Rebecca did disappear. And, with no one loving her, no one wanted to know
why or how. Her clothes were found in the attic, Jasmine says, and so says
Quinn. Imagine it. A trunk or two of Rebecca's clothes. Quinn's examined
them. Quinn's brought down more cameos from them. Quinn insists we keep
them. I'd never have had them brought down. I'm too superstitious for that.
And the chains!. . ."

She stole an intimate and meaningful glance at me. Rebecca's clothes. The
shiver in me was relentless.

Aunt Queen sighed, and, looking down and then up at me again, she
whispered:

"Forgive me, Quinn, that I talk as much as I do. And especially of Rebecca. I
don't mean to upset you with those old tales of Rebecca. We best have done
with Rebecca perhaps. Why not make a bonfire of her clothes, Quinn? You
think it's cold enough in this room, what with the air-conditioning, for us to
light a real fire in the grate?" She laughed it off as soon as she'd uttered it.

"Does this talk upset you, Quinn?" Lestat asked in a small voice.

"Aunt Queen," I declared. "Nothing you say could ever sit wrong with me,
don't be afraid of it. I talk all the time of ghosts and spirits,” I continued.
"Why should I be upset that anyone talks of real things, of Rebecca, when she
was very much alive and cruel to everyone? Or of Aunt Camille and her lost
poems. I don't think my friend here knows how much I came to know



Rebecca. But I'll tell him if he wants to hear another tale or two later on."

Lestat nodded and made some small sound of assent. "I'm very ready for it,"
he said.

"It seems when a person sees ghosts, for whatever reason, he has to talk of
it," said Aunt Queen.
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"And surely I should understand."
Something opened in me rather suddenly.

"Aunt Queen, you know my talk of ghosts and spirits more truly than anyone
except Stirling Oliver," I said calmly. "I'm speaking of my old friend of the
Talamasca because he did know too. And whatever your judgment of me,
you've always been gentle and respecting, which I appreciate with all my
heart --."

"Of course," she said quickly and decisively.

"But do you really believe what I told you of Rebecca's ghost?" I asked. "I
can't tell even now. People find a million ways not to believe our ghost
stories. And people vary in their fascination as to ghosts, and I have never
been very sure of where you stand. Now's a good time to ask, isn't it, when I
have you in the storytelling mood."

I was reddening, I knew it, and my voice had a break in it which I didn't like.
Oh, the thunder of ghosts and their aftermath. Let it distract me from Stirling
Oliver in my lethal arms and the bloody bride lying on the bed. Blunders,
blunders!

"Where I stand," she said with a sigh, looking directly from Lestat to me and
back again. "Why, your friend here is going to think he's entered a house of
lunatics if we don't break off with this. But Quinn, tell me now that you
haven't gone back to the Talamasca. Nothing will upset me so much as that.
I'll rue the night I ever told such stories to you and your friend if it sends you



back to them."

"No, Aunt Queen," I answered. But I knew I had reached my limit as to how
much I could conceal if this painful conversation went on. I tried to rejoice
again quietly in the fact that we were all together, but my mind was jumbled
with frightening images. I was sitting very still, trying to keep all tight in my
heart.

"Don't go into that swamp, Quinn," Aunt Queen said, abruptly appealing to
me, as if from the core of her being. "Don't go to that accursed Sugar Devil
Island. I know your adventuresome spirit, Quinn. Don't be proud of your
discovery. Don't go. You must stay away from that place."

I was hurt through no fault of hers. I prayed I could soon confess to Lestat or
someone in this world that her warnings were now too late. They had been
timely once, but a veil had fallen over all the past, with its impetuosity and
sense of invincibility. The mysterious he was no mystery whatsoever to me.

"Don't think about it, Aunt Queen," I said as gently as I could. "What did
your father tell you?

That there was no devil in Sugar Devil Swamp."

"Ah, yes, Quinn," she responded, "but then my father never set out in a
pirogue in those dark waters to roam that island as you do. Nobody ever
found that island before you, Quinn. That wasn't my father's nature, and it
wasn't your grandfather's nature to do anything so impractical himself. Oh, he
hunted near the banks and trapped the crawfish, and we do that now. But he
never went in search of that island, and I want you to put it behind you now."

Keenly, I felt her need of me, as vividly as if I'd never felt it before.

"I love you too much to leave you," I said quickly, the words rolling from me
before I thought of precisely what they meant. And then as suddenly: "T'll
never leave you, I swear it."

"My dear, my lovely dear," she said, musing, her left hand playing with the
cameos, lining up Rebecca at the Well, one, two, three, four and five.



"They have no taint, Aunt Queen," I said looking at those particular cameos,
remembering discordantly but quite definitely that a ghost can wear a cameo.
I wondered, Did a ghost have a choice?

Did a ghost pillage its trunks in the attic?

Aunt Queen nodded and smiled. "My boy, my beautiful Little Boy," she said.
Then she looked to Lestat again. His demeanor, his kindliness towards her
had not changed one jot.

"You know, Lestat, I can't travel anymore," she said quite seriously, her
words saddening me.

"And sometimes I have the horrid thought that my life is finished. I must
realize that I'm eighty-five. I
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can't wear my beloved high heels any longer, at least not out of this room."

She looked down at her feet, which we could still plainly see, at the vicious
sequined shoes of which she was so proud.

"It's even an undertaking to go into New Orleans to the jewelers who know
I'm a collector," she pressed on. "Though I have out back at all times the
biggest stretch limousine imaginable, certainly the biggest limousine in the
parish, and gentlemen to drive me and accompany me and Jasmine, darling
Jasmine of course. But where are you these days, Quinn? It seems if I do
wake at a civil hour and make some appointment you can't be found."

I was in a haze. It was a night for shame and more shame. I felt as cut off
from her as I was near to her, and I thought of Stirling again, of the taste of
his blood and how close I had come to swallowing his soul, and I wondered
again if Lestat had worked some magic on both of us --Aunt Queen and me --
to make us feel so totally without guile.

But I liked it. I trusted Lestat, and a sudden mad thought came to me, that if
he was going to hurt me, he would never have gone so far in listening to Aunt



Queen.

Aunt Queen went on with a lovely animation, her voice more pleasant though
the words were still sad.

"And so I sit here with my little talismans,” she said, "and I watch my old
movies, hoping that Quinn will come, but understanding if he doesn't." She
gestured to the large television to our left. "I try not to think bitterly about my
weaknesses. Mine has been a rich, full life. And my cameos make me happy.
The pure obsession with them makes me happy. It always has, really. I've
collected cameos since that long-ago day. Can you see what I mean?"

"Yes," said Lestat, "I understand you perfectly. I'm glad that I met you. I'm
glad to be received in your house."

"That's a quaint way to put it," she said, obviously charmed by him, and her
smile brightened and so did her deep-set eyes. "But you are most graciously
welcome here."

"Thank you, Madam," Lestat replied.
"Aunt Queen, my darling," she pressed.
"Aunt Queen, I love you," he responded warmly.

"You go now, both of you," she said. "Quinn, put the chairs back because
you're big and strong, and Jasmine will have to drag them over the carpet,
and you are free, both of you, my young ones, and I am so put out that I have
ended this spirited conversation on a sad note."

"On a grand note," said Lestat, rising, as I took both the chairs easily and
returned them to the writing table. "Don't think I haven't been honored by
your confidences," he went on. "I've found you a grand lady, if you'll forgive
me, an entrancing lady indeed."

She broke into a delighted riff of laughter, and as I came around in front of
the table again and saw her shoes glittering there as if her feet were immortal
and could carry her anywhere, I suddenly detached from all decorum and



went down on my knees and bent my lips to kiss her shoes.

This I had done often with her; in fact, I had caressed her shoes and kissed
them to tease her, and liked the feel of her arch in them, and I kissed that too,
the thin nylon-covered skin, often and now, but for me to do it in front of
Lestat was outrageously amusing to her. And on and on she laughed in a
lovely soft high laugh that made me think of a crowded silver belfry against
the blue sky gone quite wild.

As I climbed to my feet, she said:
"You go on now. I officially release you from attendance. Be off."

I went to kiss her again, and her hand on my neck felt so delicate. A ripping
sense of mortality weakened me. The words she'd spoken about her age
echoed in my ears. And I was aware of a hot mixture of emotions - -that she
had always made me feel safe, but now I didn't feel that she herself was safe,
and so my sadness was strong.
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Lestat made her a little bow, and we left the room.

Jasmine was waiting in the hallway, a warm patient shadow, and she asked
where in the house I might be. Her sister, Lolly, and their grandmother Big
Ramona, were in the kitchen, ready to prepare anything we might want.

I told her we didn't need anything just now. Not to worry. And that I was
going up to my rooms.

She confirmed for me that Aunt Queen's nurse would come later, a ray of
sunshine with a blood-pressure cup by the name of Cindy, with whom Aunt
Queen would probably watch the movie of the night, which had already been
announced as Gladiator, directed by Ridley Scott. Jasmine, Lolly and Big
Ramona would of course watch the movie as well.

If Aunt Queen had her way, and there was no reason to think she couldn',
there might be another couple of nurses in the room for the movie too. It was



her habit to make fast friends of her nurses, to inspect photographs of their
children, and receive birthday cards from them, and to gather as many such
young attendants around her as she could.

Naturally, she had her own friends, scattered about through the woods and up
and down the country roads, in town and out of it, but they were as old as she
was and could hardly come out to spend the night with her in her room.
Those ladies and gentlemen she met at the country club for luncheon. The
night belonged to her and her court.

That I had been a constant courtier before the Dark Blood was a fact. But
since that time I'd come and gone irregularly, a monster among innocents,
beleaguered and angered by the scent of blood.

And so Lestat and I left her, and the night --though I had almost murdered
Stirling, and had fed without conscience on an anonymous woman, and had
attended Aunt Queen in her storytelling --was actually quite young.

Lestat and I approached the staircase and he made a sign for me to lead the
way.

For a moment I thought I heard the rustle of Goblin. I thought I felt his
indefinable presence. I stood stock-still, wishing with all my heart for him to
get away from me, as far away from me as if he were Satan.

Were the curtains of the parlor moving? I thought I heard the faint music of
the baubles of the chandeliers. What a concert they could make if they all
shivered together. And he had done such tricks, perhaps without deliberation,
because he who had once been so silent now came and went with a bit of
clumsiness, perhaps more than he could ever know.

Whatever the case, he was not near me now.

No spirits, no ghosts. Only the clean cooled air of the house as it came
through the vents with the soft sound of a low breeze.

"He's not with us," said Lestat quietly.



"You know that for certain?" I asked.
"No, but you do," he replied.
He was right.

I led the way up the curving staircase. I felt sharply that for better or worse, I
would now have Lestat to myself.

6

THE UPPER HALL HAD three doors on the right wall, and, due to the
staircase rising against
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the left wall, only two on that side. The first door on the left led into my
apartment, which was two rooms deep, and the last door on the left led to the
bedroom on the rear of the house.

Lestat asked if he might see any rooms, and I told him that he could see most
of them. Two of the three bedrooms on the right were uninhabited right now -
-one belonging to my little Uncle Tommy, who was away at boarding school
in England, and the other always reserved for his sister Brittany --and were
kind of fancy showpieces, each with its ornate nineteenth-century four-poster
bed, ritual baldachin, velvet or taffeta hangings and comfortable though fancy
chairs and couches, much like those in Aunt Queen's bedroom downstairs.

In the third room, which was off limits, there hovered my mother, Patsy,
whom I hoped we would not see.

Each marble mantelpiece --one snow white and the other of black and gold --
had its distinct detail, and there were gilded mirrors wherever one turned, and
those huge proud portraits of ancestors - William and his wife, pretty Grace;
Gravier and his wife, Blessed Alice; and Thomas, my Pops, and Sweetheart,
my grandmother, whose real name had been Rose.

The ceiling lights were gasoliers, with brass arms and cut crystal cups for
their bulbs, more ordinary yet more atmospheric than the sumptuous crystal



chandeliers of the first floor.

As to the last bedroom on the left, it too was open and neatened and fine, but
it belonged to my tutor, Nash Penfield, who was presently completing some
work for his Ph.D. in English at a university on the West Coast. He had
always cooperated with the four-poster bed and its ruffles of blue silk, his
desk was clean and bare and waiting for him and his walls, very much like
mine, were lined with books. His fireplace, like mine, had a pair of damask
chairs facing each other, elegant and well worn.

"The guests were always on the right side of the hallway," I explained, "in the
old hotel days, and here in Nash's room, my grandparents slept --Sweetheart
and Pops. Nash and I spent the last year or so reading Dickens to each other. I
tread anxiously with him, but so far things have worked out."

"But you love this man, don't you?" Lestat asked. He followed me into the
bedroom. He politely inspected the shelves of books.

"Of course I love him. But he may sooner or later know something's very
wrong with me. So far I've had very good luck."

"These things depend a lot on nerve," said Lestat. "You'd be amazed what
mortals will accept if you simply behave as if you're human. But then you
know this, don't you?"

He returned to the bookshelves respectfully, removing nothing, only pointing.

"Dickens, Dickens and more Dickens," he said, smiling. "And every
biography of the man ever written, it seems."

"Yes," I said, "and I read him aloud to Nash, novel after novel, some right
there by the fireplace. We read them all through, and then I would just dip
down into any book -- The Old Curiosity Shop or

Little Dorrit or Great Expectations --and the language, it was delicious, it
would dazzle me, it was like you said to Aunt Queen. You said it so very
right. It was like dipping into a universe, yes, you had it." I broke off. I
realized I was still giddy from being with Aunt Queen, from the way he had



been in attendance on her; and as for Nash, I missed him and wanted him so
to come back.

"He was a superb teacher," ventured Lestat gently.

"He was my tutor in every subject,” I confessed. "If I can be called a learned
man, and I don't know that I can, it's on account of three teachers I've had --a
woman named Lynelle and Nash and Aunt Queen. Nash taught me how to
really read, and how to see films, and how to see a certain wonder even in
science, which I in fact fear and detest. We seduced him away from his
college career, with a high salary and a grand tour of Europe, and we're much
better off for it. He used to read to Aunt Queen, which she just loved."

I went to the window, which looked out on the flagstone terrace behind the
house and the distant two-story building that ran some two hundred feet
across. A porch ran along the upper story of
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the building, with broadly positioned colonettes supporting it from the ground
floor.

"Out there's the shed, as we call it," I explained, "and we call our beloved
farmhands the Shed Men. They're the handymen and the errand men, the
drivers, and the security men, and they hang out back there in their own den.

"There's Aunt Queen's big car, and my car --which I don't use anymore. I can
hear the Shed Men now. I'm sure you can. Therere always two on the
property. They'll do anything in this world for Aunt Queen. They'll do
anything in this world for me."

I
continued:

"Upstairs, you see the doors, those are small bedrooms, small compared to
these, I mean, though just as well furnished with the four-poster beds and
antique chests and Aunt Queen's adored satin chairs. Guests used to stay out



there too in the old days, for less of course than they paid to stay in the big
house.

"And that's where my mother, Patsy, used to stay when I was growing up.
Patsy lived out there ever since I could remember. Down below is where she
first practiced her music, over to the left side, that was her garage --Patsy's
studio --but she doesn't practice anymore and she's in the front bedroom now
just down the hall. She's rather sick these days."

"You don't love her, do you?" Lestat asked.
"I'm very afraid of killing her," I said.
"Come again?" he asked.

"I'm very afraid of killing her," I said. "I despise her, and I want to kill her. I
dream about it. I wish I didn't. It's just a bad thought that's come into my
head."

"Then come, Little Brother, take me to where you want to talk," he said, and I
felt the soft squeeze of his fingers on my arm.

"Why are you so kind to me?" I asked him.

"You're used to people being paid to do it, aren't you?" he asked. "You've
never been too sure about Nash, have you? Whether he would love you half
so much if he weren't paid?" His eyes swept the room as though the room
were talking to him about Nash.

"A big salary and benefits can confuse a person," I said. "It doesn't always
bring out the best, I don't think. But in Nash's case? I think it did. It's taken
him four years to write his dissertation, but it's a fine one, and after he passes
his examinations he'll be satisfied." My voice was quavering. I hated it.

"He'll feel that he's independent of us, and that will be good. He'll come back
and be Aunt Queen's companion and escort. He'll read to her again. You
know she can't really read now. She'll adore it. I can't wait for it to happen for
her sake. He'll take her anywhere she wants to go. It's all for her sake. He's a



handsome man."

"You're facing mighty temptations," Lestat said, his eyes narrowing as he
appraised me.

"Mighty temptations?" I asked. I was shocked and even a little revolted. "You
don't think I'd feed off those I love, do you? I mean, I know I made this
colossal mistake with Stirling, it was godawful what I did; Stirling came
within a hairsbreadth, but I was caught off guard and I was frightened,
frightened that Stirling knew what I was, and knew me, you understand, and
that Stirling understood -." Off guard. Bloody wedding dress, bloody bride.
You fool, you're not supposed to kill them when they're innocent, and on this
her wedding night. She's the only bride you'll ever have.

"That wasn't my meaning," Lestat replied. He brought me back to myself, out
of my anguish.

"Come. To your room now, correct, Little Brother? Where we can talk. And
you have a tworoom apartment against the stairs."

A calm came over me along with a quiet happy expectation, as though he had
enforced it.

He led the way and I came quietly behind.

We went into my sitting room, which was on the front of the house, and we
had a good view of my bedroom through the open sliding double doors, and
there was my enormous and regal bed, the
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baldachin padded in red satin, and the matching red chairs, thick and inviting,
scattered from bedroom to sitting room, and between the front windows of
the sitting room, my computer and desk. The giant television, to which I was
as addicted as anybody, was catercorner, near the inside wall.

Beneath the gasolier stood the center table with its two chairs facing each
other, and this was where I often sat, upright and very comfortable, to read. I



wrote here in my diary while I was watching television with one eye. This
was where I wanted to be with Lestat. Not in the two chairs by the fireplace,
which was dead this time of year.

I saw at once that my computer had been turned on.

Lestat sensed that I was alarmed and then he too saw the message floating in
green block type on the black monitor:



NO

LESTAT.

The very sight of it sent a jolt through me, and I went at once to the machine
and turned it off.

"From Goblin," said Lestat, and I nodded, as I stood sentinel waiting for the
machine to be switched on again, but it was not.

A violent series of chills passed over me. I turned around. I was vaguely
aware that Lestat stood on the opposite side of the center table and that he
was watching me, but I could scarcely pay any attention. The heavy draperies
of the front windows were swaying, and the gasolier above me had started to
move. There was that faint tinkling music from the glass cups and their
baubles. My vision was clouded.

"Get away from me," I whispered. "I won't see you, I'll shut my eyes, I swear
it." And I did it, screwing my eyes tight as any little child pretending to sleep,
but I lost my balance and I had to open my eyes before I fell.

I saw Goblin standing to my right, opaque, detailed, my duplicate --and the
computer was on and the keyboard was clicking, and a series of nonsense
syllables were jabbering across the monitor while a vague rumble came from
the small computer speakers.

I tried to shut my eyes again, but I was too seduced by him, his total double
of me, even to my leather coat and black pants, and his crazed expression
which surely didn't reflect mine. His eyes were glittering viciously and
triumphantly, and his smile was like that of a clown.

"I'm telling you, go, Goblin," I said, but this only redoubled his power, and
then the image began to thin and to expand.

"Let me hurt him!" Lestat said urgently. "Give me the permission."



In confusion, I couldn't answer, even though I heard Lestat plead with me
again. I felt the tight grip all around me, as though a boa constrictor had me,
or so I imagined, and my vision had left me, melting into the violent chills
that I couldn't shake. I felt the tiny pinpricks all over my face and the backs of
my hands, and I tried to lift my hands to ward them off but my hands hurt.
Every bit of my bare flesh hurt, even to the back of my neck.

A panic took hold of me, as if I'd been caught in a swarm of bees. Even my
eyelids were attacked, and I knew that I'd fallen to the floor, but I couldn't
orient myself. I could feel the carpet under my hand and I couldn't get up.

"Little Brother, let me hurt him," Lestat said again. And I heard my own
voice as if it came from someone else.

"Damn him," I said, "hurt him."

But there had come that magnetic sense of union, Goblin and I, indivisible,
and I saw the sunny room again in which a child stood in a wooden playpen
scattered with toys, a curly headed toddler in little overalls whom I knew to
be myself, and beside him his double, the two of us laughing together,
without a single care --look at the red flowers in the linoleum, look at the
sunshine, see the spoon
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flying end over end in an arc through the air --and fast after this there
tumbled other images and random moments: laughter in the schoolroom and
all the boys looking at me and pointing and murmuring, and me saying He's
right here, I tell you, his hand on my left hand and my writing in crayon in
that scrawl of his, love you, Goblin and Tarquin; and the pure electric shocks
of pleasure left me without a body, without a soul. I was rolling on the floor,
wasn't I?

"Goblin." T think I whispered. "The one to whom I belong and to whom I've
always belonged. No one can understand, no one can fathom." Goblin,
Goblin, Goblin.

The pleasure crested with unspeakable sweetness, and subsided into waves of



certain bliss.

He was withdrawing, leaving me cold and hurt and lonely all over, fiercely,
catastrophically lonely --he was deserting me.

"Hurt him!" I said the words with all my breath, terrified they weren't
audible, and then my eyes opened, and above me I saw the great sprawling
image of myself, face wavering and grotesque, and suddenly it was made up
of pinpoints of fire!

Lestat had sent the Fire Gift to burn the blood he'd taken, and I heard Goblin's
silent wail, his soundless raging scream.

Oh, no, it was wrong, not my Goblin, how could I have done it, how could I
have betrayed him!

His scream was like a siren. A rain of tiny ash descended on me, in fact it
seemed flung at me, and his scream rose again, piercing my ears.

The air was full of the smell of the burning, like the smell of human hair
burning, and the huge shapeless image hovered, drawing itself together into
my solid double for one fateful and frightfully opaque moment, challenging
me, cursing me -- Evil devil, Quinn, evil! Bad. Bad! --and then it was gone,
escaping through the door, leaving the gasolier creaking on its chain and the
electric lights blinking, and sending a rippling wind through the lace panels
on the windows as silence and stillness closed in.

I was on the floor. The blinking lights were unendurable. Lestat came to me
and helped me to my feet, and ran his hands caressingly over my hair.

"I couldn't do it," he said, "until it was leaving you, because when it was with
you the Fire might have burnt you too."

"I understand,” I said. I was in a fever. "And I never thought to do it, to
punish him with it, but think how he learns now. He's quick. He knows
already what's obvious to me and to you, no doubt, that if I try to burn him, if
either of us does again, he'll fuse with me again and make the fire burn me."



"Maybe he'll do that," said Lestat, guiding me to the straight-back chair at the
table. "But do you think he wants for you to die?"

"No, he can't want that," I answered. I was out of breath, as though I'd been
running. "He takes his life from me. Whatever he was before I came along, I
can't imagine. But it's my focus, my love, that makes him strong now. And
goddamn it, I can't stop loving him, feeling I'm betraying him, and he feeds
off that!"

The blinking of the lights had stopped. The lace curtains were still. Chills ran
up and down my spine. With a noise of static in the speakers, the computer
suddenly went off.

Stammering, I told Lestat about the image I'd seen, of myself in the playpen,
of the old linoleum that must have been in the kitchen, and of Goblin with
me, and that it wasn't something I remembered but something I knew to be
true.

"He's shown me those images before when he's attacked me, images of
myself as an infant."

"And all this over the years?"

"No, only now after the Dark Gift --with these attacks, when I fuse with him
as I would with a mortal victim. It's the Dark Blood. It's become the currency
of memory, the vampiric blood. He wants me to know he has these memories
of a time when I saw him and strengthened him with that vision even before I
knew how to talk."
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Lestat had settled in the chair on the other side of the table, and in a split
second I developed a positive superstition about him having his back to the
hallway door.

I went to the door and closed it, and then, coming back, I unplugged the
computer entirely, and I asked if we could rearrange the chairs. Lestat caught
me as [ reached out to do this.



"Be patient, Little Brother," he said. "The creature's pushed you right out of
your mind."

We sat down again, facing each other, Lestat with his back to the front of the
house, and me with my back to my bedroom.

"He wants to be a Blood Hunter, don't you see?" I said. "I'm terrified of him
and what he can do." T looked up at the gasolier to see if the electric bulbs
were blinking. No. I looked at the computer to make sure that its screen was
blank. Yes.

"There's no way that he can become a Blood Hunter," said Lestat calmly.
"Stop shaking, Quinn. Look into my eyes. I'm here with you now. I'm here to
help you, Little Brother! And he's gone, and after the burning I don't think
he's going to come back, not for a long while."

"But can he feel physical pain?" I asked.
"Of course he can. He can feel blood and pleasure, can't he?"

"I don't know," I rattled on. "Oh, I hope you're right," I said. I was almost
about to cry. "Little Brother," how I loved the words, how I cherished them,
and how sweet it was, as sweet as Aunt Queen calling me forever Little Boy.

"Get a grip, Quinn," Lestat said. "You're sinking on me." He clasped my
hands. I could feel the hardness of his flesh. I had some hint of his strength.
But he was gentle, and his skin felt silky and his eyes were totally kind.

"But the old tale in the Chronicles," I said, "of the first vampires --of how
they were humans until a spirit entered into them. What's to stop it from
happening again?"

"It's never happened since, to my knowledge," said Lestat, "and we're
speaking now of thousands of years ago, of a time before ancient Egypt.
Many a Blood Hunter, as you call them, has seen spirits, and many a human
as well. And how do we really know what happened in the beginning, except
that we were told through tradition that it was a powerful spirit who entered
its human host by many fatal wounds. You think your Goblin has the power



or the cunning for such a perfect fusion?"
I had to admit that he did not.

"But who would have thought that he could drink from me?" I asked. "Who
would have thought that he would? The night I was made, my Maker said
that Goblin would leave me, that spirits had an aversion to Blood Hunters and
I'd soon find myself alone. 'No more ghostly companions for you,' he said. He
said it meanly. Because he couldn't see them, you see. Oh, what a demon he
was!"

Lestat nodded. His eyes were filled with muted compassion.

"In the main, that's so," he said. "Ghosts shy away from Blood Drinkers, as
though something about us, understandably, horrifies them. I don't know the
full explanation of it. But you know it's not always so. There are many
vampires who see spirits, though I'm not one of them, except on a very few
remarkable occasions, I should openly confess."

"You mean you really can't see Goblin," I said.

"I told you the first time that I couldn't see him," Lestat said patiently. "Not
until he had drunk the blood. Then I saw his image defined by the blood. It
was the same this time, and I sent the Fire to that blood. Now, what if he had
attacked you again? I don't think those minute flames could have ignited you.
There wasn't thrust enough. But just in case, I'll use another power if he
comes again, a power you have as well, and that's the Mind Gift, as some call
it, not to read his mind but to push against him, to drive him away with a
telekinetic strength until he's so weary with defending himself that he can't
hold steady and has to flee."

"But how can I push against what is not material?" I asked.

"He is material," Lestat corrected me. "He's just made of a material we don't
understand. Think
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clearly."

I nodded. "I've tried to push him away,"” I confessed. "But something
happens, something happens in my reason, and he's on me, and the pleasure
starts pounding, the guilty pleasure that he and I are together, and the chills
are running rampant, as if my soul had chills, and there's a taunting rhythm to
it, a thumping rhythm, and I'm his slave."

I felt a delicious numbness come over me even as I spoke of it, some last
vagrant shiver of the union. I looked at my hands. All the tiny pinprick
wounds had healed. I felt my face, and I could see the memories again. I felt
a vast secret knowledge of Goblin, an unshakable dependence.

"He's become my vampire," I said. "He makes a meal of me, he locks into
me. I'm. . . yes, I'm his slave."

"And a slave who wants to be rid of his master," said Lestat thoughtfully.
"Has it been stronger with each attack, this guilty pleasure?" he asked.

"Yes, yes, it has," I confessed. "You know, there were years, important years,
when he was my only friend. It was before Nash Penfield came. It was before
my teacher Lynelle came. And even while Lynelle was here, it was me and
Goblin together always. I never put up with anyone who didn't tolerate my
talking to Goblin. Patsy hated it. Patsy's my mother, remember? It was at
times a perfect comedy, but that's the way it was. Patsy would stomp her feet
and scream, 'If you don't stop talking to that damned ghost, I'm leaving!'
Now, Aunt Queen is perfectly patient, so patient that I could swear there have
been times, though Aunt Queen won't admit it, that she saw Goblin herself."

"But why won't she admit it?" he asked.

"They all thought that Goblin was bad for me, don't you see? They all
thought that they mustn't encourage it, don't you see? And that was why they
didn't want me talking with the Talamasca, because they thought that Stirling
and the Talamasca would nurture this damnable ability in me, of seeing
ghosts and spirits, and so, if any of them saw Goblin, if my grandparents
Sweetheart and Pops ever saw him, they didn't say."



Lestat appeared to ponder this for a moment. And once again, I noticed that
very slight difference between his eyes. I tried to shut it out of my thoughts,

but one eye was ever so much brighter than the other, and definitely tinged
with blood.

He said, "I think it's time I read your letter to me, don't you?"
"Perhaps so," was all I could say.

He drew the envelope out of his inside coat pocket and he tore open the end
of the envelope neatly, letting the onyx cameo slip out of it into his right
hand, and then he smiled.

He looked rapidly several times from the deeply carved white image to me
and back again, and then he rubbed the image very gently with his thumb.

"I may keep this?" he asked.

"It's my gift to you, if you want it," I said. "Yes, I meant it for you. It was
when I thought we'd never meet face-to-face. But yes, keep it. It was made
for Aunt Queen, let me confess it, but after the Dark Blood I didn't want to
give it to her. But I don't know why I'm rambling on about such a point. I'm
honored you ask to keep it. It's yours."

He slipped it into his side coat pocket, and then he opened the letter and read
it carefully, or so it seemed to me.

There was my plea to help me destroy Goblin, and my begging for his
patience that I dared to enter New Orleans in search of him, and my report of
how I had known and loved the Talamasca, a confession that brought the
blood teeming into my face when I thought of Stirling and what I had almost
done this very night. There was my admission of how I loved Aunt Queen
and how I wanted to take my leave of her, if Lestat chose to punish me by
death for disobeying his only rules.

I realized now that much of the letter's contents had been revealed to him in
every other way, and that what he held was only a formal document of what
he already knew.
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Very respectfully he refolded the pages and doubled them over and put them
back in his pocket as though he wanted to save the letter, though why I didn't
know. The envelope had been cast aside.

He regarded me for a long time in silence, his face rather open and generous,
which seemed a natural expression for it, and then he spoke:

"You know, I was on the scent of Stirling Oliver when I came upon you. I
knew that he was entering my flat --he's done it more than once --and I
thought it was time that he should have a little scare. I wasn't certain how I
meant to arrange that, though I had no intention of revealing myself to him,
but then I came upon you about to make the little scare quite final for Mr.
Oliver, and it was from your confused mind that I caught the reason you'd
come."

I nodded, then said hastily, "He doesn't mean any harm, you saw that. I can't
tell you how thankful I am that you stopped me. I don't think I could have
survived my killing him. I'm sure of it. It would have been the finish for me,
and I'm terrified of my own clumsiness, that a death like that --. But you must
realize he won't do any harm to us, either of us --."

"Oh, yes, now you're out to save him from destruction. Stop worrying. The
Talamasca's off limits, I told you. Besides, I gave them what they've wanted
for some time, don't you see?"

"Yes, a sighting of you, a talk with you."

"Correct, and they'll mull that over, and letters will be sent to the Elders, but I
know perfectly well they can't harm us. And he and his cohorts won't come
out here looking for you. They're too damned honorable. But you must tell
me now, in case I've underestimated them, do you lie by day in a safe place?"

"Very safe,” I said quickly. "On Sugar Devil Island, which they could never
conceivably find. But surely you're right, Stirling will keep his promise not to
come looking for me or seek me out. I believe in him utterly. That's why it's
so ghastly that I almost hurt him, I almost took his life."



"And would it have been to the finish with him?" he asked. "Have you no
self-control once you've begun?"

I was full of misery.

"I don't know what self-control I have. On the night of my making I
committed a blunder, taking an innocent life --."

"Then that was your Maker's blunder," he retorted. "He should have been
with you, teaching you."

I
nodded.

"Let me dream that I would have broken off with Stirling, but I wasn't just
frightened of him, frightened of him knowing about me, I was hungry for his
death. I'm not sure how it would have gone. He was fighting me with an
elegance of mind. He has that, an elegance of mind. Yes, I think I would have
taken his life. It was tangled with my love for him. I would have been
damned for it forever, and I would have found some way to put an end to
myself right away. I'm damned for almost doing it. I'm damned for
everything. I live, I live in a fatal frame of mind."

"How so? What do you mean?" he asked, but he wasn't surprised by what I'd
said.

"It's as if I'm forever in the grip of Last Rites or dictating a Last Will and
Testament. I died the night my Maker brought me over; I'm like one of the
pathetic ghosts of Blackwood Manor who doesn't know he or she is dead. I
can't come back to life."

He nodded, raising one eyebrow and then relaxing. "Ah, well, you know that
argues much better for a long existence rather than recklessness and devil-
may-care behavior."

"No, I didn't know," I said quickly. "What I know is that I have you here and
you helped me with Goblin, and you see what Goblin can do. You see that



Goblin has to be. . . has to be destroyed. And maybe me too."

"You haven't the smallest idea of what you're saying," he returned quietly.
"You don't want to be destroyed. You want to live forever. You just don't
want to kill to do it, that's all."

44
Now I knew that I was going to cry.

I took out my pocket handkerchief and I wiped at my eyes and my nose. I
didn't turn away to do this. That would have been too cowardly. But I did
look about me without moving my head, and when I looked back at him I
thought, what a staggeringly beautiful creature he was.

His eyes alone would have done the trick, but he'd been gifted with so much
more, the thick massive blond hair, the large finely shaped mouth and an
expression eloquent of comprehension as well as intelligence, and under the
light of the gasolier he was the matinee idol drifting before me, carrying me
out of myself into some unmeasured moment in which I relished his
appearance as if he couldn't or didn't know.

"And you, my timeless one," he said in a soft sure voice with no hint of
accusation in it, "I see you here in your exquisite setting of mirrors and gold,
of human love and obvious patrimony, and robbed of it all in essence by
some careless demon who's left you orphaned and uneasily, no, torturously,
ensconced among the mortals you still so desperately need."

"No," I said. "I fled my Maker. But now I seek you out, and so I have you,
even if just for this night, but I do love you, love you as surely as I love Aunt
Queen, and Nash, and Goblin, yes, as much as I have loved Goblin, I love
you. Forgive me. I can't keep it back."

"There is no forgiving," said Lestat. "Your head teems with images, and I
catch them blinkering and crowding your brain as they seek a narrative, and
so you must tell me, you must tell me all of your life, even what you think is
not important, tell me all. Let it pour from you, and then we'll judge what's to
be done with Goblin together."



"And me?" I asked. I was exuberant. I was crazed. "We'll judge what's to be
done with me?"

"Don't let me scare you so much, Little Brother," he said in the kindest tone.
"The worst thing I'd do to you is leave you --vanish on you as if we'd never
met. And I don't think of that now. I think rather of knowing you, that I'm
fond of you and have begun to treasure you, and your conscience shines
rather bright for me. But tell me, haven't I failed you already? Surely you
don't see me now as the hero you once imagined."

"How so?" I asked, amazed. "You're here, youre with me. You saved
Stirling. You stopped a disaster."

"I wasn't able to destroy your beastly phantom," he said with an amiable
shrug. "I can't even see him, and you've counted on me. And I threw the Fire
at him with all T had."

"Oh, but we've only just started,"” I responded. "You'll help me with him,
won't you? We'll figure it out together."

"Yes, that's precisely what we'll do," he responded. "The thing is strong
enough to menace others, no doubt of it. If it can fight you as it did, it can
attack others --that much I can tell, and that it responds to gravity, which for
our purposes is a good sign."

"How so gravity?" I asked.

"It sucked the very air when it left you," he answered. "It's material. I told
you. It has some chemistry in the physical world. All ghosts are material in
probability. But there are those who know more of this than me. I only once
saw a human ghost, talked to a human ghost, spent an hour with a ghost, and
it terrified me quite out of my mind."

"Yes," I replied, "it was Roger, wasn't it, who came to you in the Chronicle
called Memnoch the Devil. 1 read how you talked with him and how he
persuaded you to care for his mortal daughter, Dora. I read every word. I
believed it; I believed that you saw Roger and that you went to Heaven and
Hell."



"And well you should," he rejoined. "I never lied in those pages, though it
was another that took the dictation of it. I have been with Memnoch the
Devil, though what he really was --devil or playful spirit --I still don't know."
He paused. "It's more than plain to me," he said, "that you've noticed the
difference between my eyes."

"I'm sorry, I couldn't help it," I said quickly. "It isn't a disfigurement."
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He made a gesture of dismissal along with a kind smile.

"This right eye was torn from me," he said, "just as I described it, by those
spirits who would have prevented me from fleeing Memnoch's Hell. And
then it was returned to me, here on Earth, and sometimes I believe that this
eye can see strange things."

"What strange things?"

"Angels," he said, musing, "or those who call themselves angels, or would
have me conclude that they're angels; and they have come to me in the long
years since I fled Memnoch. They've come to me as I lay like one in a coma
on the chapel floor of St. Elizabeth's, the building in New Orleans which was
bequeathed to me by Roger's daughter. It seems my stolen eye, my restored
eye, my bloodshot eye, has established some link with these beings, and I
could tell you a tale of them, but now is not the time."

"They harmed you, didn't they?" I asked, sensing it in his manner. He
nodded.

"They left my body there for my friends to watch over," he explained, and for
the first time since I'd seen him, he looked troubled, indecisive, even faintly
confused.

"But my spirit they took with them," he went on. "And in a realm as palpable
as this very room they set me down to do their bidding, always threatening to
snatch back this right eye, to take it forever if I didn't do what they bid me to



do."
He hesitated, shaking his head.

"I think it was the eye," he said, "the eye which gave them the claim on me,
the ability to reach down to me, in this realm, and take me --it was the eye,
stolen in another dominion and then returned on Earth to its rightful socket.
You might say that as they looked down from their lofty Heaven, if Heaven it
is, they could see, through the mists of Earth, this bright and shining eye."

He sighed as if he were suddenly miserable. He looked at me searchingly.

"This wounded eye, this tarnished eye," he continued, "gave them their
compass to find me, their opening, as it were, between the dominions, and
down they came to enlist my spirit against my will."

"Where did they take you? What did they do?"

"Oh, if I only knew that they were Heavenly beings," he declared in a low
passionate voice. "If I only knew that Memnoch the Devil and those who
came after him had shown me truths! It would all be a different matter and I
could somehow save my soul!"

"But you don't know. They never convinced you," I pushed.
"How can I accept a world full of injustice, along with their august designs?"

He shook his head again and looked off and then down, as though searching
for some spot for his focus, and then back to me as he went on.

"I can't entirely accept what I learned from Memnoch and those who came
afterwards. I've never told anyone of my last spiritual adventure, though the
others, the Blood Drinkers who love me --you know, my lusty troop of
beloveds, I call them that now, the Troop of Beloveds --they know that
something happened, they sense it only too well. I don't even know which of
my bodies was the true one --the body that lay on the floor of the chapel of
St. Elizabeth's, or the body that roamed with the so-called angels. I was an
unwilling trafficker in knowledge and illusions. The story of my last



adventure, my secret unknown adventure, the adventure I haven't confided to
anyone, weighs on my soul as if to make my spiritual breath die out.”

"Can you tell me now of this adventure?" I asked.

It took a great sense of power in him, I thought, to look so readily abject, to
show me such affliction.

"No," he said. "I haven't the strength for the telling of that story yet, that's the
plain truth."

He shrugged and shook his head and then continued:
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"I need more than strength. I need courage for that confession, and right now
my heart's warm from being with you. You have a story to tell, yes, or we
have a story to live together. Right now my greedy heart is fastened to you."

I was overcome. I cried like a silent baby. I blew my nose and tried to remain
calm. Blood on the handkerchief. Body of Blood. Mind of Blood. Flash of his
eyes on me. Violet.

"I should take my good fortune," I said, "and not question it, but I can't resist.
What's kept you from destroying me, from punishing me for coming into
your flat, for doing what I did to Stirling? I have to know."

"Why do you have to know?" he asked, laughing softly. "Why is it so very
important to know?"

I shook my head and shrugged my shoulders. I wiped at my eyes again.
"Is it vanity in me to press the question?" I asked.

"Probably," he said, grinning. "But shouldn't I understand? I, the most vain of
creatures?" He chuckled. "Didn't you see me preening for your aunt
downstairs?" I

nodded.



"All right," he said. "Here comes the litany of reasons I didn't kill you. I like
you. I like that you have a woman's lineaments and a man's body, a boy's
curious eyes and a man's large easy gestures, a child's frank words and a
man's voice, a blundering manner and an honest grace."

He smiled at me quite deliberately, and winked his right eye, and then went
on.

"I like that you loved Stirling," he said. "I like that you honor your glorious
Aunt Queen so candidly." He smiled mischievously. "Maybe I even like it
that you went down on your knees and kissed her feet, though that gesture
came rather late in the game of my deciding. I like that you love so many
around you. I like it that you're more generous than I am. I like that you hate
the Dark Blood, and that your Maker wronged you. Now --isn't that pretty?
Isn't that enough?"

I was quietly delirious with gratitude.

"Don't think it so very unselfish of me to be here,” he went on, eyes
widening, voice gaining a little heat. "It's not. I need you or I wouldn't be
here. I need your need of me. I need to help you, positively need it. Come,
Little Brother, carry me deep into your world."

"My world," I whispered.

"Yes, Little Brother," he said. "Let's proceed together. Tell me the history
you inherited and the life you've lived. Tell me about this beastly and
beguiling Goblin and how he has gained his strength. I want to hear
everything."

"I'm in love with you," I responded.
He laughed the most beguiling and gentle laugh.

"Of course you are," he replied. "I understand perfectly because I'm in love
with myself. The fact that I'm not transfixed in front of the nearest mirror
takes a great deal of self-control."



It was my turn to laugh.

"But your love for me," he went on, "is the reason why you'll tell me all about
yourself and Blackwood Farm. Start with the family history and then go into
your own."

I sighed. I pondered. I took the plunge.
7

"CHILDHOOD FOR ME INVOLVED two distinct polarities --being with
Goblin, and
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listening to adults talk.

"Goblin and I were the only children here at Blackwood Manor because the
tourists who came almost never brought children with them, and so I soon
learned the vocabulary of adults and that it was fun to play in the kitchen and
listen to their endless storytelling and arguing, or to tag after the tour guides -
-my great-grandfather Gravier and later my grandfather Pops --as they went
through the house detailing its riches and its legends, including the gloomy
tale of Manfred, the Great Old Man.

"Great-grandfather Gravier was truly the very best at this, having a deep
sonorous voice and being a dignified man in a black suit with a white silk tie
to match his white shirt, but he was very old when I was little and he went
away to a hospital and died there, before I was five I think, and I have no
clear memory of his funeral. I don't think I went to his funeral. But he had
made an indelible impression upon me.

"And he at once became a famous family ghost apparently, on the sole
authority of my having come down the stairs one morning and seen him
standing by the front door, smiling at me placidly and waving his right hand.
He was gone in an instant.

"Everybody told me to stop telling such stories, Great-grandfather Gravier



was in Heaven, and I must certainly know that, and we ought to light a candle
for him before the Blessed Virgin on the little altar in the kitchen, which we
did --which made a total of ten-odd candles burning on the little altar for
various ancestors, rather like the altars one sometimes sees in Chinese
laundries. And furthermore, it was said I shouldn't try to scare people.

"Nevertheless, during every house tour ever given by anyone at Blackwood
Manor, the whole world of our paying guests was told about my having seen
Great-grandfather Gravier.

"Pops, Gravier's only son and my grandfather, took up the job of guide with
gusto after Gravier's death, and though Pops was far more plain-spoken and
rough at the edges, he was a grand storyteller, nevertheless.

"Gravier had been a man of considerable accomplishment, in that he had
practiced law for years and even served on the bench as a local judge. But
Pops was a rural man who had no ambition beyond Blackwood Manor, and if
that meant he had to talk to the guests, he did it.

"My grandmother Sweetheart sometimes was recruited, much against her
will, as she was always up to her elbows in flour and baking powder, but she
knew all the family legends, and, heavy as she was, looked very pretty in a
fine black gabardine dress with a purple orchid corsage on her left breast and
a string of pearls around her neck. She was one of those women who,
inclined to embonpoint, have round smooth wrinkleless faces until they die.

"And then there was Jasmine, our beloved black housekeeper, whom you've
met, who could in a twinkling change from her kitchen clothes to a swanky
black skirt and leopard-skin blouse, along with spike heels of which Aunt
Queen would have been proud, to take everyone from room to room, very
properly adding to the concoction of tales that she herself had seen Great-
great-grandfather William's ghost in his bedroom, front right, or across the
hall from us, as well as the ghost of Great-great-greataunt Camille tiptoeing
up the attic stairs.

"I don't know that you noticed Jasmine in her fancy red sheath tonight, but
Jasmine has the figure of a model, rail thin with strong shoulders, and, with
closets of loving cast-offs from Aunt Queen, she cuts a beautiful image as a



tour guide, her pale green eyes positively flashing as she tells her earnest
ghost stories and sighs before the portraits, or leads the expectant guests to
the attic stairs.

"It was Jasmine's brilliant idea to include the attic in the usual tour, that is, to
take the tourists right up and into it, instructing them to notice the delicious
smell of the warm wooden rafters as they stood there, and to point out the
fine steamer trunks and wardrobe trunks from earlier times, some open and
heaped with furs and pearls rather like props for A Streetcar Named Desire,
and the wicker wheelchair in which Great-great-grandfather William had
spent his last days on the lawn. The attic was

--before my own inevitable raid upon it --a wilderness of rare and antique
wicker, and tales devolved
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around it all.
"Let me return to the big picture.

"The bed-and-board guests were always company and a bit of an inspiration
to me, because they were often friendly and attractive --I tend to see most
people as attractive until someone comes along and points out to me that
they're not --and these people frequently invited me into their rooms, or
wanted me to sit down at breakfast with them at the big table and chat about
the Manor House, as we so pretentiously called it, and I warmed to all this
friendship, and Goblin found it interesting because whenever I spoke to or of
him, which was all the time, these guests thought Goblin the most intriguing
thing in the world.

" 'So you have a little spirit friend!" one said triumphantly, as though she had
discovered Confederate gold buried outside. "Tell us about your little ghost,'
said another, and when I petted or stroked Goblin while talking of him, he
was very happy, indeed. He would flash on solid for a long time, and only
sadly go transparent and then dissolve when he had to.

"I couldn't have done better had I been a paid performer whose sole



occupation was to increase the mystery of Blackwood Farm. And I loved it.
And then the guests kicked in their support of the mythology gratis, as I've
explained, with all their sightings of the Old Man, Manfred, scowling in a
mirror, or sweet Virginia Lee, roaming from room to room in search of her
orphaned children.

"I learned from all this, from the endless variety with which the tales of our
house were woven, and I learned from adults how to think and feel like an
adult, and Goblin fed off the easy way in which he fitted into everything. And
I came to think of myself from early on as being a maverick like the Old
Man.

"Manfred, the Old Man, had come out to these parts in 1881 with a new
bride, Virginia Lee. He had started out as a saloon keeper in the Irish Channel
but gone on to make a fortune in merchandising in New Orleans, but could
find no locale suitable to his visions of splendor and so was drawn north
across Lake Pontchartrain to this open land.

"Here he found a parcel of real estate that is composed of high ground on
which he could build a fabulous mansion, with servants' quarters, stables,
terraces and pastures, plus two hundred acres of thick swamp in which he
could hunt, and a charming abandoned cemetery with its shell of a stone
church, a tribute to those whose families had long ago died out or decamped.

"Manfred sent his architects to the fine homes of Natchez to choose the very
best of attributes for this mansion, and he supervised its Greek Revival style,
circular stairs and hallway murals himself.

"All was for the love of Virginia Lee, who had a particular affection for the
cemetery and sometimes went to the empty little stone church to pray.

"The four oak trees that guard the cemetery now were already well grown at
that time, and the proximity of the old graveyard to the swamp with its
greedy hideous cypress trees and endless tangles of Spanish moss no doubt
added to, and adds to, the overall sense of melancholy.

"But she was no sappy Victorian girl, Virginia Lee. She had been an educated
and devoted nurse to Manfred in a New Orleans hospital where he suffered a



severe bout of Yellow Fever and, like many an Irishman, almost died of the
disease. It was with great reluctance that she gave up her vocation to nurse
the sick, but Manfred, being much older and very persuasive, successfully
enchanted her.

"It was for Virginia Lee that Manfred had the portrait of himself painted,
which is now hung in the parlor, and always was, as far as I know. He was in
his forties when the portrait was painted, but he had already come to
resemble a bulldog in some respects, with heavy jowls, an up-thrust obdurate
mouth and large mournful blue eyes. He had thick gray hair by that time,
circa 1885, and he still had a full head of it when Aunt Queen had her strange
meeting with him some forty years later, when he gave her the cameos before
he disappeared into the swamp.

"He doesn't look like a mean man in the portrait. In fact, I've always found
the picture strongly compelling, and the man himself must have been lacking
in vanity, that he allowed such an honest

49
portrait of himself to be hung in his house.

"Virginia Lee was undeniably pretty, as you saw from her portrait in the
dining room, a girlish woman with pale blond hair and intense blue eyes. She
was said to have had a quick sense of humor and an eternal but gentle sense
of irony, and to be utterly loving to William and Camille, the two surviving
children she bore before she died. As to those which she lost to lockjaw and
influenza, Isabel and Philip, nothing could ever take her mind off them.

"Galloping consumption is the disease that took Virginia Lee, who had also
become quite sick from malaria, and only after a valiant struggle during
which she dressed herself completely and independently every day, including
the Saturday on which she died, at which time she had carried on amusing
conversation, with her famous good cheer and self-deprecating humor, in the
front parlor, lying on the sofa, until she took her last breath around noon.

"She was buried in the sky blue dress that she wears in her portrait. And if
our house has a family saint, it's Virginia Lee. I'm not above praying to



Virginia Lee.

"It was said that Manfred went out of his head when Virginia Lee died. He
roared and mumbled. Not being able to endure the sight of a grave for
Virginia Lee in the little cemetery --and it probably wasn't legal to bury her
there in his own backyard anyway --he bought a huge crypt for the entire
family in the new Metairie Cemetery in New Orleans, which is where our
family are buried to this day.

"I've seen the mausoleum twice --when Sweetheart died and when Pops died.
I presume little Isabel and Philip were uprooted to the crypt from wherever
they'd been buried, but frankly I never asked.

"It's a small rectangular chapel of marble and granite, this Metairie Cemetery
tomb, with two five-foot, well-carved granite guardian angels beside its
bronze gates, and a stained-glass window in back. Three coffin slots lie on
either side of the little aisle.

"You know how those tombs work, I'm sure. Coffins are placed in the slots
until all the slots are full, and then when someone new dies, the oldest coffin
is opened up, bones dumped in the vault below the ground, and the coffin
smashed to pieces and discarded. The new coffin is given the place of honor
above ground.

"It's where I always thought I'd be buried when I died, but now it doesn't
seem that destiny will allow me that luxury or the long adventure I once
contemplated to take me to that end. But who knows?

Maybe my mortal remains could somehow be secreted into that crypt on
some future occasion, after I have the courage to put an end to my own life.

"But let's return to Mad Manfred, as those around the parish began to call my
unfortunate ancestor, who took to going out into Sugar Devil Swamp alone
and muttering and cursing, and sometimes not returning for days at a time.

"There was a general commotion to it because all knew that Sugar Devil
Swamp had never been logged and was damned near impenetrable for a
pirogue, and legends already existed as to bears that habitually hunted there,



and cougars and bobcats, and even worse creatures which howled in the
night.

"That Manfred was snake-bit more than once and survived it was part of his
growing reputation, and it was said he fired on a stranger he'd seen out there
some distance from the house, and brought back the wounded poacher and
heaved his body on the bank with oaths and vicious warnings to his workmen
that this ought to be a lesson to anyone who dared to come into his swamp or
onto his land.

"Soon it became known that there was an island out there, and it was to this
island that Manfred went, pitching a tent for himself and shooting what he
needed for food.

"You can just picture this guy tearing birds apart with his teeth.

"He made no secret of his island sanctuary, only warning again that no one
must ever attempt to follow him to his 'lair," as he called it, threatening open
season on trespassers and boasting that he had shot and killed several bears.
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"Rumor had it that the island was cursed and Manfred was cursed, and that
his gold was illgotten from gambling, if not worse vices, and that his name,
Manfred, he had taken from the play by Lord Byron, with the intent to signal
other Demon Worshipers of his own ilk, and that he had sold his soul to the
Devil long before he had ever laid eyes on the humble and sweet Virginia
Lee, and that she had been his very last chance at salvation.

"As for their little children, William and Camille, it was Jasmine's ancestors
who brought them up --Ora Lee and Jerome are the famous names --both of
them Creole people of color with French accents, and something of a
distinctive history, their parents having been free artisans before the Civil
War.

"For Ora Lee and Jerome, Manfred built the bungalow out back to the far
right, a real Creolelooking building, with a deep porch and rocking chairs,
and two stories of good-sized rooms.



"Members of the clan have broken off all along to go to college and enter
professions, but there are always some who stay in the bungalow, and they
have their own vegetable and flower gardens and their own company
whenever they choose.

"When I was a kid they still had their own cow and some chickens, but now
it's too easy to go to market for anything a person needs.

"It's a charming house, a kind of tropical mansion in its own way, full of
treasured antiques and various displays of needlework done by the women
and furniture made by the men. It's also full of castoffs from the big house,
and Aunt Queen is famous for refurnishing the front room and giving all the
old items to Jasmine, as if Jasmine had a warehouse rather than a family
home. It's on a human scale, Jasmine's house. Blackwood Manor was built
for 'giants in the earth.’

"Because African and Spanish and French and Anglo-Saxon genes were all
scrambled in the lineage of Jasmine's people before they came, and down
through the years by marriage to other people of all colors, Jasmine's family
are all different shades of yellow, red, brown and black.

"Jasmine's dark, as you saw, with the fabulous green eyes. She bleaches that
close-cropped Afro of hers and something happens with that yellow hair and
those green eyes that's magic.

"Her older sister, Lolly, can pass for Spanish or Italian, and then there's
Jasmine's brother, Clem, who has very dark skin and African features. He
drives Aunt Queen's car and takes care of all the fleet, including the black
Porsche I bought in imitation of you and your adventures in the Vampire
Chronicles.

"Little Ida, Jasmine's mother, was very black with exquisitely fine features
and tiny black eyes. She married a white man when she was pretty mature,
and, after his death from cancer, she came back here with Jasmine and Lolly
and Clem. She was my nurse or nanny till she died, Little Ida, sleeping with
me till I was thirteen, and then dying in my bed.

"What I'm telling you now, this story of the Blackwood family, is what has



come down to me from Jasmine and Lolly and Little Ida and Big Ramona,
who is Little Ida's mother, as well as from Aunt Queen, or Pops or
Sweetheart. Jasmine has an eye for ghosts, as I've said, and I'm always afraid
she's going to realize I'm not really alive, but so far it hasn't happened. And I
hang on to my family like a pit bull.

"But to return to my story, if it hadn't been for the fabled Ora Lee and
Jerome, little William and Camille might have drowned in the swamp or
starved from inattention.

"As to salaries for his hired help, Manfred couldn't be bothered with any such
thing, only heaving fistfuls of money into a big bowl in the kitchen. Jerome
had to see that the man wasn't robbed, and the keep of William and Camille
and all the farmhands was provided for.

"The farm had its own chickens and cows in those days, and horses of course,
and a fine carriage or two parked right beside the new automobiles in the
back shed.

"But Manfred never bothered with anything but one black gelding, which he
sometimes came ashore to ride back and forth across the broad lawns and
pastures of Blackwood Farm, shouting and
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murmuring and cursing to himself, and declaring to his groom (most
probably the versatile Jerome) that he was never going to die and join
Virginia Lee, not until centuries had passed, that he would roam the earth,
shivering from her death and honoring her memory.

"All this I learned by rote as you can tell.

"One spring day several years after Manfred had become a widower,
carpenters and lumber were brought to the property, and the slow process of
building the mysterious Hermitage on Sugar Devil Island began.

"Nothing but the finest kiln-dried cypress was seen to go off by pirogue into
the swamp, in one small load at a time, along with a great quantity of other



materials, including an iron stove and a great amount of coal, and only
workmen from 'away' went out there to build, workmen who would go 'away’

when the work was done, which is what those workmen did, solemnly afraid
of uttering a word as to the location of the island, or what had been their
specific tasks.

"Was there really such an island? Was there really a hermitage upon it? As I
was growing up, who was to say that it was anything more than a legend?
And why was there no swamp tour to take our tourists out to search for this
mysterious Sugar Devil Island, for surely everyone wanted to see it. It was a
regular feature of life to see the tourists down at the landing, hankering to
wade in the bog. But the swamp, as stated, and it can't be stated enough, is
almost impassable.

"The great silent groping cypress is everywhere, along with the wild palmetto
and the rankest water. And one can still hear the roar of cougars and bears.
It's no joke.

"Of course Pops and I fished in Sugar Devil Swamp and we hunted. And in
my boyish ignorance I once killed a deer in the swamp, and lost my taste
right there for all hunting as I watched it die.

"But in all our exploits, including trapping crawfish by the pound, we never
went deeper in than some twenty feet from the shores. And even at that
distance, it's hard to see one's way back.

"As for the legend of the Hermitage on Sugar Devil Island, Pops put no stock
in it, reminding the curious tourists that even if such a building had existed, it
might have long ago sunk into the muck.

"Then there are the stories of poachers who disappeared without a trace, of
their wives gone crying to the local sheriff to please search, but what could
the sheriff hope to find in a swamp infested by roaring bears and alligators?

"However, the most evil omen that hung over this odd, private jungle was the
disappearance into the swamp of Mad Manfred himself in the year 1924, as
Aunt Queen has already described to us, to which our tour guides would



invariably add that the Old Man dressed in his tailcoat and white tie and
boiled shirt and fine leather shoes before that last excursion, and ranted and
raved at himself in the mirror for an hour before bolting out the door.

"Yes, people searched, as the Old Man had been convalescent for two years
before this bizarre and desperate flight, but they never found any island, and
they had to shoot many a gator just to survive, and came back with the gators
to sell for their hides, but not with Manfred.

"And so it was that the idea took hold that there was no real island. And that
the Old Man had simply drowned to put an end to his wheezing and choking
misery, for he was surely at death's door when he bolted for the pirogue and
headed out as if to cross the River Styx.

"Then, some seven years later, when his will was finally opened, there was
found contained within the strong exhortation that no Blackwood or anyone
belonging to the Blackwood household was ever to fish or hunt beyond the
mud banks of Sugar Devil Swamp, and the admonition, in Manfred's own
hand, that Sugar Devil Island was a danger not only to flesh and blood but to
a being's immortal soul.

"A very good copy of these pages of Manfred's Last Will and Testament, all
notarized in the year 1900, is framed and mounted on the living room wall.
Guests adored it. I remember my teachers, Nash in particular, just howling
with laughter when they read it. And it did certainly seem to me, as I
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was growing up, that the lawyer, the notary and Mad Manfred were all poets
in Byronic cahoots with one another when they wrote this.

"But it doesn't seem that way to me now.

"Let me continue. Of William, Manfred's only surviving son, and Camille,
his only surviving daughter, there are huge portraits in the parlor, very
handsome paintings if nothing else, and the current tale that William has
often appeared to family and guests, rummaging through a desk in the living
room, is true.



"The desk is a beautiful piece, Louis XV, I believe, with inlaid wood,
cabriole legs and ormolu - you know, the works --and I have myself glimpsed
him once hovering near it.

"I have no doubt of what I've seen with my own eyes, but I will get to that
when I return to the account of me and Goblin. It's enough to say right now
that I never found anything in the desk. There are no secret compartments or
documents.

"Camille's ghost is almost always seen on the attic stairs, a woman with
tastefully coiffed gray hair, and in an old-lady black dress and old-lady thick-
heeled shoes, with a double strand of pearls around her neck, ignoring those
to whom she appears and vanishing at the attic doorway.

"And then there are the rushing feet of little children in the upstairs hall, these
ascribed to Manfred's little daughter Isabel, who died when she was three,
and his son Philip, who didn't live even that long.

"When it came to the rest of the family, it was simply a matter of elegantly
painted portraits --Gravier's is especially fine, but then I did see Gravier,
didn't I? But his wife, Blessed Alice, a lovely portrait subject, and Pops and
Sweetheart, who reluctantly posed for their portraits, though it wasn't their
nature, have never appeared to anyone. So far. . .

"Then there's the living legend of Aunt Queen --Miss Queen to all those of
this parish --and of her heroic travels crisscrossing the globe. The guests were
delighted to hear that she was 'presently in Bombay' or 'celebrating New
Year's Eve in Rio' or resting in her villa on Santorini' or 'engaged in a major
shopping spree in Rome.' It proved as exciting to them as any ghost story.

"That Aunt Queen was a great collector of cameos was also well known, and
in those days, the public days, there was a dainty glass case in the parlor,
perched on spindly legs in the corner, which held a display of her finest
pieces.

"Bed-and-breakfast guests at Blackwood Manor never stole things, I'm
relieved to report --I think they're far more interested in homemade biscuits,
jam and architecture --and I was the one who periodically changed the



display of Aunt Queen's cameos. I grew to like them. I could see the
variations. Sweetheart had no real interest in them. And Pops was the outdoor
man.

"Aunt Queen can be said to have been a living haunt, or a protective spirit,
which was a remarkable thing to me when I was a child, because I felt safe
merely thinking about her, and her visits were like the apparitions of a saint.

"Others died in this house. An infant born to Gravier and Blessed Alice; there
are times when I swear I can hear a baby crying. Guests used to hear it too,
and sometimes they would remark on it rather innocently.

"Gravier had a younger brother, Patrick, who fell from a horse and died of the
concussion in the middle upstairs bedroom. His portrait hangs in there over
the fireplace. His wife, Regina, lived out her life here, much beloved by the
Kitchen Gang, of which she was a baking, frying, slicing, dicing bonafide
member. Their only daughter, Nanette, moved away long years ago to New
Orleans.

"There, in a cheap French Quarter boardinghouse, Nanette drank a whole
bottle of bourbon and ate a whole bottle of aspirin and died of the result. I
don't know any more of it than that. If her ghost walks, it doesn't do so at
Blackwood Manor. Patrick too seems to be resting well in the family crypt.
So is his wife, Regina.

"Professional ghost hunters came once and found evidence of multiple
hauntings, and made a
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tantalizing presentation to the guests who had gathered for the Halloween
weekend, and so the tradition of the Halloween Weekend came to be.

"The Halloween Weekend was always marvelous fun, with huge white tents
on the terraces and on the far lawns, with chilled champagne and Bloody
Marys. Tarot-card readers and palm readers, fortune-tellers and psychics
were hired for the event, and the climax was a costume ball to which people
came from all the parish around.



"If Aunt Queen happened to be at home, which was seldom, a great number
of old friends of hers joined the festivities, and the costumes were
wonderfully lavish, the place being full of princes and princesses of all
description, elegant vampires, stereotypical black-hatted witches, sorceresses,
Egyptian queens, moon goddesses and the occasional ambitious mummy,
dripping with white gauze.

"I loved all of the Halloween Weekend, you can tell by the way I dote on it.
And it won't surprise you to learn that the expert ghost hunters never once
took notice of Goblin, even when Goblin danced around them in a circle and
did the abominable trick of stretching his mouth.

"Of course Goblin isn't the ghost of a living person, but these experts were
very good at declaring that poltergeists were working their subtle activities in
the kitchen and pantry, accounting for pings and pongs of noise that one
could scarce hear, or the sound of a radio devolving from music into static;
and poltergeists are pure spirits as far as I know.

"This was my life growing up --this and the Christmas banquet of which I've
already told you, with the caroling and the singing on the staircase and of
course the huge dinner of roast turkey, goose and ham along with all the
usual trimmings, and the weather outside being sometimes cold enough for
the women to wear their old fur coats that smelled of moth balls, and the
gentlemen joining in the singing with full hearts.

"It seemed at times that the men singing the Christmas carols made me cry. I
expected the women to sing, it seemed natural, but for the men to join in,
men of all ages, and to do it with such stout hearts, that seemed especially
reassuring and wonderful. I cried every year. It was that and the purity of the
soprano who sang 'O Holy Night,’ and "What Child Is This?' Of course I
joined in the singing myself.

"And lest I overlook it, there was the Spring Festival, when the azaleas
planted all around Blackwood Manor were blooming, in pink and white and
red, and we would have a huge buffet, almost like that of a wedding, outside
on the lawn. There was always an Easter Buffet as well.

"Then I suppose I should throw in all the weddings again and the commotion



they brought, and the fascinating waiters I would meet in the kitchen, who to
a one felt the 'vibrations' of spirits, and the brides becoming hysterical
because their hair was not done right and the hairdresser had already gone,
and Sweetheart, my darling Sweetheart, portly and ever solicitous, huffing
and puffing up the stairs to the rescue and snatching up her electric curling
iron and doing a few excellent tricks she knew to make everything right.

"There was Mardi Gras too, when, even though we're an hour and a half from
New Orleans, we were booked solid, and we decorated in the traditional
colors of purple, green and gold.

"Sometimes, a very few times, I went into the city to see some of the Mardi
Gras parades. Sweetheart's sister, Aunt Ruthie, lived on St. Charles Avenue,
which you know is the main parade route. But she wasn't a Blackwood, and
her sons, though probably normal, appeared to me to be monsters with too
much body hair and overly deep voices, and I felt uncomfortable there.

"So Mardi Gras didn't penetrate to me very much except for all the gaiety out
here at the house, and the inevitable costume ball we held on the night of Fat
Tuesday itself. It was amazing how many revelers came back at sunset from
New Orleans, after hours of watching Zulu, Rex and the interminable truck
parades, to drink themselves sick at our festive bar.

"Of course I did very occasionally encounter other children here --at the
Halloween party and at the Christmas party in particular, and sometimes at
the weddings --but I didn't take to them. They
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seemed to me to be freaky little people. I have to laugh at myself for thinking
such a thing. But as I've said, my world was made up of spirits and adults,
and I just didn't know what to do with children.

"I think I feared children as treacherous and even a little dangerous. I'm not
sure why exactly, except that Goblin didn't like them, but Goblin really didn't
like me to be with anyone very long.

"I hung with the adults by natural inclination and strong choice.



"I can't think about the weddings now, as we talk together, without thinking
of something ghastly that I have to confess to you --something that happened
far from Blackwood Manor, and on the night I was made a Blood Hunter. But
the time will come for that, I know.

"That's the family history, as it came down to me when I was innocent and
protected by the umbrella of Pops and Sweetheart, and Aunt Queen, who was
ever like a fairy godmother, dipping down to Earth only now and then with
her stacked heels and invisible wings.

"There are other family members --connections of William's wives --he had
two, the first of whom was the mother of Gravier, and the second, the mother
of Aunt Queen, and of Gravier's wife, and, of course, connections of
Sweetheart's. But though I've seen such cousins from time to time, they are
not part of this story, and they had no impact on me whatsoever, except
perhaps a feeling on my part of being unordinary and hopelessly strange.

"It's time now for me to move on to the tale of me and Goblin, and the
account of how I got educated.

"But before I do, let me trace the Blackwood lineage, for what it's worth.
Manfred was the patriarch, and William was his son. William begat Gravier.
Gravier begat Pops. And Pops, late in life when he and Sweetheart had
despaired of having a child, begat Patsy. At age sixteen, Patsy gave birth to
me and named me Tarquin Anthony Blackwood. As to my father, let me state
now plainly and unequivocally that I don't have one.

"Patsy has no clear recollection of what was happening to her in the weeks
during which I might have been conceived, except that she was singing with
a band in New Orleans, with fake identification to get her into the club where
the band was playing, and she and a whole mob of musicians and singers
were hanging together in a flat on Esplanade Avenue, 'with plenty of weed
and plenty of wine and plenty of company.’

"I've often wondered why Patsy didn't seek an abortion. She certainly could
have managed it. And I'm tormented by the suspicion that Patsy thought that
if she was a mother she would be an adult, and Pops and Sweetheart would
give her freedom and money. She didn't get either one. And so there she was



at sixteen, with a baby brother of a child, and obviously no notion of what to
do with me, as she went on with her dreams of becoming a country-western
singer and of having her own band.

"I have to remember all this when I think of her. I have to try not to hate her.
I wish I could stop feeling pain every time I think of her. I'm ashamed to say
it again but I would like to kill her.

"Now on to the story of me and Goblin and how I was educated and how I
educated him."

8

"YOU'VE HEARD ME say that Goblin is my double, and let me emphasize
it, because the duplication of me is always perfect, and so I've had all my life
a mirror held up to me in Goblin in which I could see, if not know, myself.

"As to Goblin's personality? His wishes? His temper? All this was wholly
different in that he

55

could be a perfect devil when it humiliated me and embarrassed me, and I
could seldom control him, though I did learn early on that if I ignored him
completely, which took an immense act of will, he might fade and disappear.

"There have been moments when I did nothing but inspect Goblin, the better
to know how I myself looked, and when some alteration came in my
appearance, such as the trimming of my hair, Goblin would clench his fists,
make ugly faces and stomp his noiseless foot. For that reason I often wore my
hair bushy. And as the years passed Goblin took an interest in our clothes,
and sometimes threw down on the floor the pair of overalls he wanted me to
wear, and the shirt as well.

"But I'm plunging too fast into the condition of things, and not telling
memories as they are lodged.

"My first distinct memory is a third birthday party in the kitchen, with my



grandma Sweetheart and Jasmine and her sister, Lolly, and their mother,
Little Ida, and her mother, Big Ramona --and all of them on high stools or
chairs at the white-enameled kitchen table, gazing down at me as I sat at my
child's table, with Goblin right beside me, talking away with Goblin and
telling him how to pick up his fork the way I'd been taught to do and eat his
cake.

"He had his own little chair to the left of me and a place set for him, and milk
and cake, the same as me. And at one point he grabbed my left hand --I'm
left-handed and he's right-handed --and he made me smear my cake all over
my plate.

"I started crying because I'd never known him to be so strong --he had truly
made my hand move, though not perhaps as he wanted it to --and I didn't
want my cake smeared, I wanted to eat it, and right away the kitchen was in a
flying commotion, with everybody jumping up from the stools and
Sweetheart trying to wipe my tears and at the same time tell me that I was
'making a mess.’

"Goblin was as solid as I was, both of us in navy blue sailor suits for the
occasion, and I had some vague sense even then that he was at his strongest
because of the heavy rain that was falling outside.

"I loved the kitchen on those rainy days, loved to stand at the back screen
door and watch the rain come down in sheets, with the kitchen all warm and
full of bright electric light behind me, the radio singing oldies, or Pops
playing the harmonica, and all those beloved adults, and the smell of cooking
from the stove.

"But let me return to my third birthday party.

"Now Goblin had ruined it and I was sobbing. And he, the little idiot, after
crossing his eyes and rocking his head from side to side, took his two first
fingers and stretched his mouth on both sides wide as he could, which made
me scream.

"I know I would never have stretched my mouth like that, but he did it often
with his mouth, just to get a rise out of me.



"Then he vanished, completely vanished, and I started to bellow his name.

"My last distinct picture of that event is of all the women trying to comfort
me, the four black women who were as gentle as my grandmother
Sweetheart, and even Pops coming in, drying the rain off himself with a
towel and asking what was wrong.

"I was hollering, 'Goblin, Goblin,' over and over again, and Goblin wouldn't
come back.

"A terror erupted in me as it always did when he would vanish, and how it
was resolved then I don't know.

"It's dim, this memory, but it's fixed because I remember the giant number
three on the birthday cake, and everybody saying so proudly that I was three
years old, and then Goblin being so strong and so full of spite.

"Also Pops gave me a harmonica on that birthday and taught me how to blow
in it, and I sat with him and we played together for a little while, and ever
after we did that in the evenings right after supper before Pops headed up
early to bed.
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"What comes next is a series of memories of Goblin and me playing together
alone in my room. Happy, happy memories. We played at blocks, with a
marvelous set full of columns and arches, creating buildings of a vague
classical bent to be sent crashing down, and for the purpose of crashing and
banging we had fine little fire trucks and automobiles, but sometimes we just
did the crashing with our hands or feet.

"Goblin didn't have the strength to do it on his own right away, but over time
he acquired it, but before that he would take my left hand to do it, or to roll
the fire truck into our marvelous structures, and then he'd smile, and break
loose of me, and dance about.

"My memory of these rooms is pretty clear. Little Ida, Jasmine's mother, slept
in the big bed with me, as I was already too old for a crib, and Goblin slept



with us, and this room here was the playroom and filled with toys of all
kinds.

"But I was easy with Goblin and he had no reason to be mean.

"And gradually, in spite of my young age, I began to see that Goblin didn't
want to share me with the world, and was happiest, by far, when he had my
full attention, which made him strong.

"Goblin didn't even want me to play the harmonica, because he lost me when
I did, even though he loved to dance to the radio or to songs that the women
in the kitchen sang. He had me laughing at him or dancing with him at those
times. But when I played the harmonica, especially with Pops, I was in
another world.

"Of course, I learned the knack of playing the harmonica especially for
Goblin, nodding and winking at him (I could wink really early in life, with
either eye) as he danced, and so he started to put up with it as the years
passed.

"Most of the time, Goblin had what he wanted. We had our own table up here
for crayons and drawing. And I let him guide me, his right hand on my left
hand, but all he'd create was scribble scratch, whereas I wanted to draw stick
figures, or figures made of circles, and faces with little circles for eyes. I
taught him how to do the stick figures, or the egg people, as Little Ida called
them, and how to make pictures of a garden with big round flowers that I
liked to do.

"It was at this little nursery table that he first demonstrated his eternally
feeble voice. No one could hear it but me and I caught it as so many bursts of
fragmented thought brightening for an instant in my head. I talked out loud to
him naturally, and sometimes in whispers which developed into murmurs,
and I remember Little Ida and Big Ramona asking me all the time what I was
saying, and telling me I wasn't talking right.

"Sometimes, when we were down in the kitchen and I was talking to Goblin,
Pops or Sweetheart asked me the same thing, what on earth was I saying, and
didn't I know how to talk better than that, would I please say whole words as



I knew well enough how to do.

"I brought Goblin up to snuff on this, that we had to talk in whole words, but
his voice was no more than broken telepathic suggestions, and out of sheer
frustration he gave up on this means of speaking to me, and his voice only
returned years later.

"But to continue with his infant development --he could nod or shake his
head at my questions, and smile crazily when I said things or did things that
he liked. He was dense when he first appeared to me each day and would
become more translucent as his appearances, or lingering, increased. I had a
sense of knowing when he was near, even if he was invisible, and during the
night I could feel his embrace --a very light and distinct impression which I
never tried, until this very moment, to describe to anyone else.

"It's more than fair to say that when he wasn't making faces and cavorting he
impressed me with an engulfing love. It was stronger perhaps when he wasn't
visible, but if he didn't appear to me at short intervals over the day and into
the night, I began to cry for him and become severely distressed.

"Sometimes when I was running on the grass or climbing the oak tree
outside, down by the cemetery, I could feel him clinging to me, piggybacking
onto me, and I would all the time talk to him,
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whether he was visible or not.

"One very bright day, when I was in the kitchen, Sweetheart taught me to
write some words --'good' and 'bad' and 'happy' and 'sad,' and I taught Goblin,
with his hand on mine, to write these words as well. Of course nobody
understood that Goblin was doing the writing some of the time, and when 1
tried to tell them they just laughed, except for Pops, who never liked Goblin
and was always worried

'where all this talk of Goblin would lead.’

"No doubt Patsy had always been around, but I don't remember her distinctly



until T was four or five. And even then I don't think I knew she was my
mother. She certainly never came up here to my room, and when I did see her
in the kitchen I was already afraid that a screaming fight between her and
Pops was going to break out.

"I loved Pops, and with reason, because he loved me. He was a tall gaunt man
with gray hair all the time I knew him, and always working, and most of the
time with his hands. He was educated and he spoke very well, as did
Sweetheart, but he wanted to be a country man. And just the way the kitchen
had swallowed up Sweetheart, who had once been a debutante in New
Orleans, so the farm swallowed Pops.

"Pops kept the books for the Blackwood Manor Bed-and-Breakfast on a
computer in his room. And though he did put on a white shirt and suit to
conduct the tours of the place now and then, he didn't like that part of things.
He preferred to be riding the lawns on his beloved tractor lawn mower or
doing any other kind of work outdoors.

"He was happiest when he had a 'project’ and could work side by side with
the Shed Men --Jasmine's great-uncles, brothers and so forth --until the sun
went down, and I never saw him in any vehicle except a pickup truck until
Sweetheart died, at which time he rode into town in a limousine like all the
rest of us did.

"But I don't think, and it's hurtful to say it, that Pops loved his daughter,
Patsy. I think he loved her as little as Patsy loves me.

"Patsy was a late child, I know that now, though I didn't then. And when I
look back on it as I tell you this story, I realize there was no natural place for
her. Had she gone debutante like Sweetheart, well, maybe it would have been
a different story. But Patsy had gone country and wild at the same time, and
this mixture Pops, for all his country ways, couldn't abide.

"Pops disapproved of everything about Patsy, from the way she teased her
hair and curled it down her back and over her shoulders to the tiny short
skirts that she wore. He hated her white cowboy boots and told her so, and
said her singing was a bunch of foolishness, she'd never 'make it" with her
band. He made her shut the garage doors when she practiced so her 'racket'



wouldn't disturb the bedand-breakfast guests. He couldn't endure her flashy
makeup and her fringed leather jackets, and he told her she looked like
common trash.

"She shot right back at him, saying she'd earn the money to get the hell out of
here, and she broke a cookie jar once in a fight with him --a cookie jar full of
Sweetheart's chocolate fudge, I might add --and whenever she left the
kitchen, she never forgot to slam the screen door.

"Patsy was a good singer, I knew that much from the beginning because the
Shed Men said it, and so did Jasmine and her mother, Little Ida, and even Big
Ramona said it. And I liked the music myself, to tell the truth. But there was
an endless procession of young men to the back garage to play guitar and
drums for Patsy --and I knew Pops hated them --and when I played outside I
crept close to the garage stealthily, not wanting Pops to see me, so I could
hear Patsy wailing away with the band.

"Sometimes Goblin would get to dancing to Patsy's music, and, as happens
with many spirits, Goblin can be caught up in dancing, and when he was
dancing he rocked from side to side and made goofy, funny gestures with his
arms, and did tricks with his feet that would have made a flesh-andblood boy
stumble and fall. He'd make like a bowling pin, rolling but never falling, and
I would nearly die from laughing to see him carry on.
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"I got to liking this dancing too, and being his partner, and trying to imitate
his steps. And when Patsy came out of the shed to smoke a cigarette, and saw
me, she'd swoop down and kiss me and call me 'darlin' ' and say I was a
'damned cute little boy."' She had a strange way of putting that last phrase, as
if it were an admission over opposition, but no one would have opposed her
in saying it, except her own self.

"I think I thought she was my cousin, until Patsy's screaming fights with Pops
told me a different tale.

"Money was the cause of Patsy's screaming arguments with Pops because
Pops never wanted to give her any, and of course I know now that there was



plenty of money, always plenty plenty of money. But Pops made Patsy fight
over every nickel; Pops wouldn't invest in Patsy, I see it now, and sometimes
their quarreling made me cry.

"One time, when I was at my little table in the kitchen with Goblin, and one
of these fights had broken out between Patsy and Pops, Goblin took my hand
and guided my crayon to write the word

'bad.' I was happy when he did this, because it was right what he wrote, and
then he sat real close to me and tried to put his arm around me, but his body
was very stiff in those days. I knew that he didn't want me to cry. He tried so
hard to comfort me that he became invisible, but I could feel him clinging to
my left side.

"At other times when Patsy was battling for money, Goblin would pull me
away, and he didn't have to try very hard. He and I ran up to my room where
we couldn't hear them.

"Sweetheart was far too submissive to oppose Pops at the time of the kitchen
quarrels, but Sweetheart did slip money to her daughter. I saw that, and Patsy
would cover Sweetheart with kisses and say, 'Mamma, I don't know what I'd
do if it weren't for you." Then she'd ride off into town on the back of
somebody's motorcycle, or in her own van, her much excoriated van which
had 'Patsy Blackwood' written in spray paint on both sides of it beneath the
windows, and we wouldn't see Patsy or hear any music from the studio for
three days.

"The first time I realized that Patsy was intimately connected to me was a
terrible night when she and Pops got to screaming at each other and he said,
"You don't love Quinn,' plain and simple, and

"You don't love your own little boy. There wouldn't be any Goblin in this
house, he wouldn't need Goblin, if you'd be the mother you're supposed to
be.’

"At that moment, I knew it was true, these words; she was my mother. They
had an echo for me somewhere, and I felt a potent curiosity about Patsy, and I
wanted to ask Pops what he meant. I also felt a hurt, a pain in my chest and



stomach at the thought that Patsy didn't love me, whereas before I don't think
that I had cared.

"At that moment, when Pops was saying, "You're an unnatural mother, that's
what you are, and a tramp on top of it,' Patsy grabbed up a big knife. She ran
at Pops with it and Pops took ahold of both her wrists in one hand. The knife
fell to the floor and Patsy told Pops that she hated him, that if she could she'd
kill him, he'd better sleep with one eye open, and he was the one who didn't
love his own child.

"Next thing I knew I was outside with the electric light pouring out of the
shed, and Patsy was sitting in a wooden porch rocker before her open garage
studio and she was crying, and I went to her and kissed her on the cheek, and
she turned to me and hugged me and took me in her arms. I knew Goblin was
trying to pull at me, I could feel him, but I wanted to hug Patsy, I didn't want
her to be so unhappy. I told Goblin to kiss Patsy.

" 'Stop talkin' to that thing,' Patsy cried. She changed into a different person --
rather, an all too familiar person --screaming at me. 'It kills me when you talk
to that thing. I can't stand to be around you when you talk to that thing. And
then they say I'm a bad mother!" And so I stopped talking to Goblin and gave
all my kisses to Patsy for an hour or more. I liked being in her lap. I liked
being rocked by her. She smelled good and so did her cigarette. And in my
dim childlike mind, I knew it
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marked a change of sorts.

"But there was more to it than that. I felt a dark feeling when I clung to Patsy.
I felt something like despair. I've been told I couldn't have felt such a thing at
that age, but that's not true. I felt it. I clung to Patsy, and I ignored Goblin
even though he danced around and tugged on my sleeve.

"That night Patsy came up to watch television in here with Goblin and me
and Little Ida, an unprecedented event, and we had a riot of laughter together,
though what we actually watched I don't recall. The impression made upon
me was that Patsy was my friend suddenly, and I thought she was very pretty,



I always had thought she was very pretty, but I loved Pops too and could
never choose between the two.

"From that day forward, it seemed that Patsy and I had more hugs and kisses
for each other, if not anything else. Hugging and kissing have always been
big on Blackwood Farm, and now Patsy was in the loop, as far as I was
concerned.

"By age six or so I had the run of the property and knew well enough not to
play too near the swamp that borders us to the west and southwest.

"If it hadn't been for Goblin, my favorite place would have been the old
cemetery, which, as I've told you, was once beloved by my great-great-great-
grandmother Virginia Lee.

"As I've described, the guests adored the place, and the tale of how Mad
Manfred restored every tombstone just to quiet the conscience of Virginia
Lee. The elaborate little cast-iron fence that surrounded the place had all been
patched and was kept painted jet-black, and the small stone shell of a
pointed-roof church was swept clear of leaves every day. It's an echo
chamber, the little church, and I loved to go in there and say 'Goblin!" and
hear it come back to me, and have him doubled over with silent giggles.

"Now the roots of the four oak trees down there have buckled some of the
rectangular tombs as well as the little fence, but what can anyone do about an
oak tree? No one kin to me would ever chop down any kind of tree, that's for
certain, and these trees all had their name.

"Virginia Lee's Oak was the one on the far side of the cemetery, between it
and the swamp, and Manfred's Oak was right beside it, while on this side
there was William's Oak, and Ora Lee's Oak, all fantastically thick with huge
heavy arms that dip down to the ground.

"I loved to play down there, until Goblin started his campaign.

"I must have been about seven years old when I saw the first ghosts in the
cemetery, and I can see this very vividly now as I speak. Goblin and I were
rollicking down there, and a long way off I could hear the thumping of



Patsy's latest band. We had left the cemetery proper and I was struggling up
one of the long armlike branches of Ora Lee's Oak that is closest to the house,
though not really all that close to the house at all.

"I turned my head to the right for no apparent reason and I saw a small
gathering of people, two women and a boy and a man, all drifting above the
buckled and crowded community of graves. I was not frightened at all. In
fact, I think I thought, 'Oh, so these are the ghosts that everybody talks about,’

and I was silently stunned looking at them, at the way that all of them seemed
to be made of the same translucent substance, and the way that they floated as
though created mostly of air.

"Goblin saw them after I did, and for one moment he didn't move but only
stared, the same as I was staring, and then he became frantic, gesturing wildly
for me to get down out of the tree and come up to the house. I knew all his
hand signals by now, so there was no question of it. But I had no intention of
leaving.

"I stared at the cluster of people, wondering at their blank faces, their
colorless matter, their simple clothes and the way that they all looked at me.

"I slid down the branch of the oak and went towards the cast-iron fence. The
eyes of the ghostly gathering remained fastened to me, and as I see it now, as
I gaze at them again in remembrance, I realize that they changed somewhat in
their expression. They became intense and even demanding,
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though of course I didn't know those words then.

"Gradually, they began to fade, and to my severe disappointment they were
no longer there. I could hear the silence that followed them, and a larger
sense of the mysterious stole over me as my eyes moved over the graveyard
itself and then the overpowering oaks. I had a peculiar and distinct feeling
about the oaks --that they were watching me and had seen me see the spirits,
and that they were sentient and vigilant and had a personality of their own.



"A real horror of the trees was conceived in me, and as I looked down the
slope, towards the encroaching darkness of the swamp, I felt the giant cypress
trees were possessed of the same secretive life, witnessing all around them
with a deep slow respiration which only the trees themselves could see or
hear.

"I became dizzy. I was almost sick. I saw the branches of the trees moving,
and then very slowly there came into view the ghosts again, the very same
collection, as pale and wretched as before. Their eyes searched my face, and I
remained steadfast, refusing Goblin's frantic gestures, until suddenly I backed
up, nearly stumbling, and took off running for the house.

"I went, as always, straight to the kitchen door, with Goblin skipping and
racing beside me, and told Sweetheart all about it, which immediately put her
in a state of alarm.

"Sweetheart was already very stout by that time, and a permanent fixture in
the kitchen, as I've described to you, and she took me up in her arms. She told
me point-blank that there were no ghosts down there and I should stay away
from the place altogether from now on. I found the contradiction in that,
young as I was, but I knew what I had seen, and no one could dislodge it
from my mind.

"Pops was busy with the guests in the front part of the house, and I don't
remember his ever responding.

"But Big Ramona, Jasmine's grandmother, who had been working in the
kitchen with Sweetheart, was very curious about the ghosts and wanted me to
tell everything about them down to the flower design of the women's dresses
and that the men had no hats. She believed in the ghosts, I knew she did, and
she launched into the famous story of how she saw the ghost of my great-
great-grandfather William in the living room, going through the drawers of
the Louis XV desk.

"But to return to the folks of the cemetery, the Lost Souls, as I've come to call
them, Sweetheart was frightened at all this and said it was time I went to
kindergarten, where I'd meet other children and have lots of fun.



"And so one morning, Pops took me in the pickup to a private school in Ruby
River City. I was kicked out within two days. Much too much talking to
Goblin, and mumbling and murmuring in half words, and not being able to
cooperate with other kids. Besides, Goblin hated it. Goblin made faces at the
teacher. Goblin took my left hand and broke my crayons.

"Back it was to where I wanted to be --either spying on Patsy and her music
making, or working with Pops as he planted a row of beautiful pansies along
the front of the house, or eating the cake icing mix that was left in the bowl in
the kitchen, while Sweetheart and Big Ramona and Little Ida sang 'Go Tell
Aunt Rodie' or T've Been Working on the Railroad' or songs I've long
forgotten, songs I've lost, much to my shame.

"I saw the Lost Souls of the graveyard several times after that, and I've seen
them in the past year. They don't change. They linger and they stare and
nothing more. They do seem to be locked together, a floating mass from
which no one spirit can detach itself. I'm not even certain they have
personality, as we know the word. But the way that they follow me with their
eyes argues that they do.

"I must have been asked to leave at least four schools when my Aunt
Lorraine McQueen came home.

"It was the first time that I can remember ever laying eyes on her, though she
had been home several times when I was a baby, and told me so with much
enthusiasm and sweet embraces and fragrant lipstick kisses and proffering of
the most delicious chocolate-covered cherry candies, which
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she gave to me from a large fancy white box.

"Her room was the same as it is now, in location, and I have no memory of
ever noticing it until I was taken in to see her on that long-ago day and she
put me on her lap.

"Even counting the guests who had passed through Blackwood Manor, Aunt
Queen was the prettiest of the women I'd ever beheld. Her spike-heel ankle-



strap shoes struck me as very lovely to look at, glamorous is my word now,
and I very much enjoyed her heavy perfume and the feel of her soft white
hair.

"I calculate she must have been near seventy around that time, but she looked
younger than Pops, who was her grand nephew, or Sweetheart, and both of
them were in their fifties, I think.

"Aunt Queen was dressed all in tailored white silk, which was her favorite
style of dressing, and I remember I dripped some of the chocolate-covered
cherry candy on her suit, and she said airily that I mustn't worry, she had a
thousand suits of white silk, and she laughed in the most delightful manner
and told me I was as 'brilliant' as she had once predicted I would be.

"Her room was all done in white, with lace and silk decorating the canopy of
the bed, and long gossamer high-waisted white ruffle curtains on her
windows, and she even had a white fox fur with real heads and tails, which
she had tossed over a chair.

"She told me that she adored for things to be done in white, and showed me
her fingernails, which were lacquered in white, and the cameo at the neck of
her blouse, which was white on pale pink coral, and said that she had needed
all things to be white for the last thirty years, or ever since John McQueen,
her husband, had died.

" 'T think I am just getting tired of it," she declared in the most dramatic and
interesting manner.

'l did so love your Uncle John McQueen. I never loved a man before him.
And I never will marry again. But I'm ready to be drenched in color. Surely
your Uncle John McQueen would approve. What do you think, Tarquin?
Should I buy suits of different colors?’

"It was a positive landmark in my young life when she spoke these words. No
one had ever asked me such a serious adult question before. In fact, she spoke
to me entirely as if I were an adult. I adored her from those moments forward
with a loyalty that has no limit.



"Within a week she was showing me swatches of colored damask and satin
and asking me which I thought was the happiest and the sweetest color, and I
had to confess, of all things, that yellow seemed to me to be the happiest, and
I took her hand and led her to the kitchen to see the yellow curtains there,
which made her laugh and laugh and say that yellow made her think of butter.

"But she did the room in yellow! It was all in light summery fabric, airy like
the white she had used before, but the whole room was magical in yellow,
and frankly I never liked it as much as I did with that first change.

"Over the years, she has done the room in many different colors, including
bed hangings, draperies and chairs, and as for her clothes, she has done the
same thing. But on that first day, she seemed a true royal personage of pure
whiteness, and I remember reveling in her beauty and what seemed the purity
of her manner and her words.

"As for the cameo, she told me all about it --that it was the mythical Hebe
holding up a cup for Zeus, the king of the gods, who was in the form of an
eagle, dipping his beak to drink.

"Now, Goblin had been sulking all this time by the doorway, hands in his
overall pockets, until I turned to him and told him to come over and that I
wanted to show him to Aunt Queen. I believe that I did my very best to
describe him to her, since no one to my knowledge could ever see Goblin,
except me, and I could swear that she looked at the space beside me, and I
had an inkling, the barest inkling, that she did see him, at least for a moment,
when she narrowed her eyes.

"She looked sharply to me again, as if snapping back, and demanded very
gently, 'Does he make you happy?' and that too caught me off guard, as her
earlier question had done.

"I think I stammered out something to the effect that Goblin was always
around except when he
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was hiding, as if it wasn't a matter of whether he made me happy or not, and



then Goblin began to tug on my hand to drag me from the room. I said
'Behave, Goblin!" just as Sweetheart sometimes said to me, 'Behave, Quinn!'
and Goblin, pouting and making faces, disappeared.

"I started to cry. Aunt Queen was very distressed at this and asked the reason,
and I told her that now Goblin would not come back for a long time. He'd
wait and wait until I was crying and crying, and then he would come.

"Aunt Queen pondered this for a long time and said that I mustn't cry. "You
know what I think, Quinn?' she asked. 'I think if you remain quiet and pretend
you don't need him, Goblin will come back.’

"It did the trick. As I was helping her and Big Ramona to unpack suitcases, as
I was playing with Aunt Queen's cameos, which she set out on her famous
marble table, along came Goblin, peeping around the door and then pouting
and sulking and coming in.

"Aunt Queen didn't mind my murmuring to him as I explained who she was
and that everybody called her Miss Queen but we were to call her Aunt
Queen, and when Big Ramona went to correct me and tell me to hush, Aunt
Queen said, No, let me go on.

" 'Now, Goblin, don't run off again," Aunt Queen said, and once more I was
certain she could see him, but she said that she couldn't, and was only taking
my word for the fact that he was there.

"For the entirety of Aunt Queen's visit she spoke to me as if I were an adult,
and I also slept in her bed with her. She sent into town for some men's white
T-shirts, size large, and I wore these as my little white nightshirts. And I
snuggled up to her spoon fashion as I did with Little Ida, and I slept so deeply
not even Goblin could wake me before I heard Aunt Queen's call to get up.

"Little Ida was a tiny bit put out over this, as she and I had been bedfellows
since I was a baby, but Aunt Queen soothed her so that she let it go. I liked
the white canopy over our heads better than the satin-lined baldachin in my
own room up here.

"Let me move to another recollection which must come from the same time.



Aunt Queen and I drove into New Orleans in her big stretch limousine. I'd
never been in a car like it, but I remember little of it, except that Goblin sat
on my right side and Aunt Queen on my left. Goblin tried to stay solid, but he
flashed transparent numerous times.

"What struck me that day most strongly was that we got out on a shady side
street with a long brick sidewalk, and all over that sidewalk were pink petals,
and it was one of the most beautiful sights I've ever seen. I wish I knew now
where that street was. I've asked Aunt Queen but she doesn't recall.

"I don't know whether those pink petals had fallen from a long flank of crape
myrtle trees or from Japanese magnolias. I tend to think it was crape myrtles
after a rain. I'll never forget that stretch of sidewalk and that lovely path of
flower petals, as though someone had strewn them especially for people to
walk on and be transported out of reality and into dreams.

"Even now, when existence seems unendurable I think of that sidewalk, 1
remember the drowsy light and the feeling of being unhurried, and the beauty
of the pink petals. And I'm able to take a deep breath.

"It has nothing to do with my story, except perhaps to state that I had eyes to
see such things, and a heart to be sensitive to them. But what is germane is
that we went to the house of a very affected and artificial lady, much younger
than Aunt Queen, who had a whole room full of toys, and the first dollhouse
I'd ever seen. Not knowing that boys weren't supposed to like dollhouses, I
was of course curious about it and wanted to play with it more than anything
else.

"But the lady wanted to direct things, as I recall, and bombarded me with soft
affected questions, in her phony baby voice, mostly pertaining to Goblin,
who glared at her the whole while with a sullen and angry face. I didn't like
her soft tone when she asked, 'Does Goblin do bad things?'

and 'Do you feel sometimes that Goblin is doing something that you would
like to do but can't?’

"Young as I was, I caught her drift, and I wasn't surprised afterwards when
Aunt Queen made a phone call to Pops from the limousine and said, quite



oblivious to Goblin and me beside her, 'It's just an
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imaginary playmate, Thomas. He'll outgrow Goblin. He's a brilliant child and
he has no playmates. So we have Goblin. There's no point to be worried at
all.’

"It was very soon after my encounter with the beautiful flower-strewn
sidewalk --and the lady psychologist --that Pops drove me to a new school. I
hated it passionately, as I had the others, talked to Goblin belligerently and
without cease and was sent home before noon.

"The next week Pops made the long drive into New Orleans to take me to a
fancier kindergarten in Uptown, but with the same result. Goblin made faces
at the children and I hated them. And the teacher's voice grated on me, as she
talked to me as if I were an idiot, and Pops was soon there in the pickup truck
to take me back to exactly where I wanted to be.

"At this point, I have a vivid yet fragmented memory, very distorted and
confused, of actually being incarcerated in some sort of hospital, of being in a
small cubicle of a room and of sitting in one of those vast playrooms again,
complete with a dollhouse, and of knowing that people were watching me
through a mirror because Goblin made signs to me that they were. Goblin
hated the place. The people who came in to question me talked to me as if
they were great friends of mine, which of course they weren't.

" 'Where did you learn all the big words?' was one prize question, and, "You
talk of being happy to be independent. Do you know what "independent"
means?' Of course I knew and I explained it: to be on one's own, to be not in
school, to be not in this place; and out of there I soon went, with a sense that I
had gotten my liberty through sheer stubbornness and the refusal to be nice.
But I had been badly frightened by this experience. And I know that I cried
hysterically when I rushed into Sweetheart's arms, and she sobbed and
sobbed.

"It may have been the night of my return home --I don't know --but very soon
after, Aunt Queen assured me I'd never be left in a place like that 'hospital'



again. And in the days that followed I learnt that it was Aunt Queen's doing,
because Patsy loudly criticized her for it in my presence and this confused me
because I so badly needed to love Aunt Queen.

"When Aunt Queen shook her head and confirmed that she had done wrong
with the hospital, I was very relieved. Aunt Queen saw this and she kissed me
and she asked after Goblin, and I told her that he was right at my side.

"Again, I could have sworn that she saw him, and I even saw Goblin puff
himself up and sort of preen for her. But she said only that if I loved Goblin,
then she would love Goblin too. I burst into tears of happiness, and Goblin
was soon in a paroxysm of tears as well.

"My next memory of Aunt Queen is of her sharing my little table with me in
this room and teaching me more words to write with my crayon --in fact, a
great list of nouns comprising the name of every item in the bedroom --and
that she watched patiently as I taught all these words --bed, table, chair,
window and so forth --to Goblin.

" 'Goblin helps you to remember,' she said gravely to me. 'T think Goblin is
very clever himself. Does Goblin know a word we don't know, do you think?
I mean a word you haven't learned so far?’

"It was a startling moment. I was about to say no, when Goblin put his hand
on mine and wrote in his jagged way the word 'Stop' and the word "Yield.'
And the word 'School.’

"I laughed, I was so proud of him. But Goblin wasn't finished. He then wrote
in short jerky movements the words 'Ruby River.’

"I heard Aunt Queen gasp. 'Explain each of those words to me, Quinn,' she
said. But though I could explain 'stop' and 'yield' as signs we saw on the
highway, I couldn't read 'school' or 'Ruby River.’

" 'Ask Goblin what they mean,' said Aunt Queen.

"I did as she asked, and Goblin explained everything silently by putting the
thoughts in my head. Stop meant to stop the car, Yield meant to slow down



the car, School meant to go slow when we were near the children, bah! ich!
and Ruby River was the name of the water over which the car drove when we
went to school or shopping.

64

"An unforgettable expression of seriousness came over Aunt Queen's face.
'Ask Goblin how he learned these things,' she said to me. But when I did this,
Goblin just crossed his eyes, wagged his head from left to right and began
dancing.

" 'T don't think he knows how,' I told her, 'but I think he learned them from
watching and listening.’

"She seemed very much pleased with this answer, and I was immensely glad.
Her solemn expression had frightened me. 'Ah, that makes a good deal of
sense, she said. 'And I'll tell you what. Why don't you have Goblin teach you
several new words every day? Maybe he can start now with some more for
us.’

"I had to explain to her that Goblin was through for the day. He never liked to
do anything very long. He ran out of steam.

"Only now as I tell this do I realize that Goblin was talking coherently in my
head. When did that start? I don't know.

"But in the months to come I did what Aunt Queen asked and Goblin taught
me pages of common words. Everyone, even Pops and Sweetheart, thought it

was a good thing. And the kitchen crowd watched in awe as this process
unfolded.

"In jerky letters, I spelled out 'Rice,' 'Coca-Cola," 'Flour,' 'Ice,' 'Rain," 'Police,’
'Sheriff,' 'City Hall,' 'Post Office," 'Ruby Town Theater," 'Grand Hardware,'
'Grodin's Pharmacy," 'Wal-Mart' --defining these words as Goblin defined
them in my head, and this defining came not only with the pronunciation of
the words, which Goblin gave me, but with pictures. I saw the City Hall. I
saw the Post Office. I saw the Ruby Town Theater. And I made an immediate
and seminal link between the audible syllables of the word and its meaning,



and this was Goblin's doing.

"As I revisit this curious process, I realize what it meant. Goblin, whom I had
always treated as grossly inferior to me and devilishly a troublemaker, had
learned the phonetic code to written words and was ahead of me in this. And
he stayed ahead of me for a long time. The explanation? Just what he had
said. He watched and he listened, and given a small amount of indisputable
raw material he was able to go quite far.

"This is what I mean when I say he is a fast learner, and I should add he's an
unpredictable and uncontrollable learner because that's true.

"But let me make it clear that though the Kitchen Gang told me Goblin was a
wonder for teaching me all these words, they still didn't believe in him.

"And one night when I was listening to the adults talk in Aunt Queen's room,
I heard the word

'subconscious,’ and again I heard it, and finally the third time I interrupted
and asked what it meant.

"Aunt Queen explained that Goblin lived in my subconscious, and that as I
grew older he would probably go away. I mustn't worry about it now. But
later I wouldn't want so much to have Goblin and the 'situation' would take
care of itself.

"I knew this was wrong, but I loved Aunt Queen too much to contradict her.
And besides she was soon going away. Her travels were calling her. Friends
of hers were gathered in Madrid at a palace for a special party, and I could
only think of this with tears.

"Aunt Queen soon took her leave, but not before hiring a young lady to
'homeschool' me, which she did, coming up to Blackwood Manor every day.

"This teacher wasn't really a very effective person, and my conversations
with Goblin scared her, and she was soon gone.

"The next and the next weren't much good either.



"Goblin hated these teachers as much as I did. They wanted me to color
pictures that were boring and to paste strips of paper from magazines onto
cardboard. And for the most part they had a dishonest manner of speaking
which seems, I think in retrospect, to assume that a child's mind is different
from that of adults. I couldn't bear it. I learned quickly how to horrify and
frighten them. I did
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it lustily to break their power. I wanted them gone. With the fury of an only
child with a spirit of his own, I wanted them gone.

"No matter how many came, I was soon alone with Goblin again.

"We had the run of the farm as always, and we hung out sometimes with the
Shed Men, watching boxing on television, a sport I've always loved --in fact,
the only sport that I love to watch and still do watch --and we saw the ghosts
in the old cemetery several times.

"As for the ghost of William, Manfred's son, I saw him at least three times by
the desk in the living room, and he seemed as oblivious to me as Aunt
Camille on the attic stairs.

"Meanwhile Little Ida read lavishly illustrated children's books to me, not
minding one bit that Goblin too was listening and looking, all of us crowded
on the bed together against the headboard, and I learned to read a little with
her, and Goblin could actually read a book to me if I had the patience to listen
to him, to tune in to his silent voice inside my head. On rainy days, as I've
mentioned, he was really strong. He could read a whole poem to me from an
adult book. If we were running in the summer rain, he could stay perfectly
solid for an hour.

"Sometime in these early years I realized that I had a treasure in Goblin, that
his knack for understanding and spelling words was superior to mine, and I
liked it, and I also trusted his opinion of the teachers, of course. Goblin was
learning faster than I was. And then the inevitable happened.

"I must have been nine years old. Goblin, taking my left hand, began to write



more sophisticated messages than I could have ever written. In the kitchen,
where I sat at the big whiteenameled table now with the adults, Goblin
scrawled out in crayon on paper something like 'Quinn and I want to go
riding in Pops' truck. We'd like to go to the cock fights again. We like to see
the roosters go at it. We want to place bets.’

"Little Ida witnessed this and so did Jasmine, both of whom said nothing, and
Sweetheart just shook her head, and Pops was silent too. Then Pops did a
clever thing.

" 'Now, Quinn,' he said, 'you're telling us Goblin wrote this, but all I see is
your left hand moving. Just to get this straight, you copy those words for us.

Tell Goblin just to let you copy. I want to see how your hand is different from
his.’

"Of course I had a difficult time copying, and the printing was much neater
and squared off when I did it, the way Little Ida had taught me to print, and
Pops drew back and was amazed.

"Then Goblin grabbed my left hand again and guided it as he wrote in his
characteristic spidery scrawl, 'Don't be afraid of me. I love Quinn.’

"l became elated with these developments and I remember saying to all
assembled that Goblin was the best teacher I had. But nobody was as happy
about this as I was, and then Goblin grabbed my hand again, very tight, and
scrawled out, nearly breaking the crayon, 'You don't believe in me. Quinn
believes in me.’

"It seemed utterly plain to me that Goblin was a separate creature and
everybody ought to know it, but no one was ready to say it in words.

"However, Pops and I went to the cock fights the very next weekend, and as
we were driving over to Ruby River City, Pops asked if Goblin was with us
in the car. I said Yes, Goblin was cleaving to me, invisible, saving his
strength to dance around in the aisle at the cock fights, but not to worry, he
was right there.

"Then when we got there, Pops asked, "What's Goblin up to?' and I told him



Goblin was there 'in living color,’ by which I meant solid, and that he was
running right alongside of me all over the arena to collect the bets that Pops
won. Of course we had to pay off a few too that Pops lost.

"Just in case you've never seen a cock fight, let me briefly describe what
happens. It's an airconditioned building out in the country, with a crude lobby
and concession stand in it selling hamburgers, hot dogs and soda. From the
lobby you go into an arena that is round except for two entrances, the one
through which you came and the one opposite through which the roosters and
the
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handlers come in. In the center of this arena is a big round dirt-floor cage
completely protected by chicken wire right up to the ceiling --where the birds
fight.

"Two men enter the ring with their roosters, set them down on the floor and
the roosters go at it, by their very nature, and as soon as one is bested the
birds are taken out to continue the fight to the death out back. The handlers
do everything they can to help their birds. They'll take them by the throat and
suck the blood right out of their mouths to give them a second wind, and I
think they blow in their hind ends too.

"Pops never went out back. It was dirty and dusty back there, which is why
most of the people at the cock fights, no matter how well dressed, appear to
be covered in dirt. Pops just liked the indoor portion of the battle, and he
often stood up and hollered out his bets, and I did the running with the money
as I described. There are some women at the cock fights, and lots of children,
with a lot of children doing the collecting and the delivering, and it is a kind
of American scene which is probably dying out.

"I personally loved it, and so did Goblin, as I've explained. We thought the
cocks were gorgeous with their long colorful plumage, and when they leapt in
the air to challenge their opponents, rising up some three feet or more, then
dropping and rising again, it was a spectacle to behold.

"Pops knew everybody there. As I've said, he was a country man, and as I tell



you this story I realize that he was deliberately country, throwing in his lot
with the rural community when in fact he had a choice.

"He'd gotten his law degree from Loyola University in New Orleans, same as
his father, Gravier. He could have been a different type of person. He chose
to be who he was.

"He'd bred fighting cocks before I was born, and he told me all about it, how
for two years they were fed on the best grain and let to grow their long
plumes for the five minutes of glory in the ring. As for domestic poultry, he
said they were miserably bred now and miserably treated and knew nothing
of the grass or the fresh air. A fighting cock had a life.

"Well, that was Pops. He could come home from a cock fight, shower down,
dress in his dark suit and go in and make sure that the Royal Doulton china
had been properly set for dinner on the table, and call in Little Ida or Lolly to
make the sterling silver settings more even and uniform all around. He played
tapes of harmonica music in his truck and hired classical quartets and trios for
the front rooms.

"He was a man between worlds, and he gave me the best of both of them, but
why he hated Patsy when she had gone so totally country I don't understand.
But then my mother did get knocked up at sixteen and refused to divulge the
name of the father, if she ever knew it, so maybe that put her in a bad light.

"Let's fast-forward now to my tenth year when the best of the home teachers
came, a nonpareil - a lovely woman named Lynelle Springer, who played the
piano exquisitely and spoke several foreign languages, who 'adored' Goblin
and often talked to him quite independently of me, even making me a little
jealous.

"Of course I knew it was a game, but Goblin didn't and he frolicked and did
tricks for Lynelle, which I described to her in a whisper. Everything that
Lynelle taught me I taught to Goblin, or at least made the motions. And
Goblin grew to love Lynelle so much that he jumped up and down when she
arrived each evening at the house.

"Lynelle was tall and slender with long curly brown hair, which she pinned



back casually from her face. She wore a perfume named Shalimar and what
she called romantic' dresses with high waists and flowing skirts, suggestive
of the time of King Arthur, she explained to me, and she adored the color sky
blue. She was thrilled that my ancestor Virginia Lee, for her portrait in the
dining room, had chosen a gorgeous dress of sky blue.

Lynelle wore very high heels --Aunt Queen no doubt approved heartily --and
had extremely full breasts and a tiny waist.
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"Lynelle was enchanted by Blackwood Manor. She danced in circles in the
big rooms. She explored everything with ebullient interest and was most
gracious in her casual meetings with the guests.

"She pronounced me to be a rare intellect' at once. I opened my arms to her --
and my world, as you can see, was very much influenced and punctuated by
embraces and kisses, and Lynelle fell into this style with no inhibition at all.

"Lynelle bewitched me. I feared to lose her the way I'd deliberately lost all
the other teachers, and experienced perhaps the greatest change of heart
toward an aspect of my world that I'd ever known.

"Lynelle talked so fast that Pops and Sweetheart privately grumbled that they
couldn't understand her. And I remember some deadly kibitzing that Aunt
Queen was paying Lynelle three times what the other teachers had been paid,
all because they had met in an English castle.

"So what? Lynelle was unique. Lynelle used Goblin's talents, inviting him to
teach me new words and addressing her long cascades of lovely speech to
both of us, her two 'elves.’

"That Lynelle had six young children, that she had been a French teacher, that
she had returned to college to make up a pre-medical degree, that she was a
scientific genius of sorts, as well as a sometime concert pianist --all this made
Pops and Sweetheart all the more suspicious. But I knew Lynelle was a truly
unique individual. I couldn't have been fooled.



"Lynelle came five evenings a week for four hours, and within a matter of a
month, she conquered everybody on Blackwood Farm with her energy, her
charm, her optimism and her effervescence, and she positively altered the
course of my life.

"It was Lynelle who really taught me the basics --phonetic reading of big
words and diagramming of sentences so I could grasp the scaffolding of
grammar, and the only arithmetic I now confess to know.

"She took me through enough French to understand many of the subtitled
movies we watched together, and she loaded me with history and geography,
pretty much designing her fluid and wondrous lectures to me around
historical personages, but sometimes romping through whole centuries in
terms of what had been accomplished in art and war.

" 'It's all art and war, Quinn,' she said to me once as we were sitting cross-
legged on the floor up here together, 'and it's a shocking fact but most great
men were insane.' She was careful to address Goblin by name also as she
explained that Alexander the Great was an egomaniac and Napoleon

'obsessive compulsive,' while Henry VIII was a poet, a writer and a despotic
fiend.

"Irrepressibly resourceful, Lynelle came flying in with whole cartons of
educational or documentary tapes for us to watch by VHS and also
introduced into my head the idea that in the day and age of cable television
nobody ought to be uneducated. Even a boy hermit on Blackwood Farm
should know everything just from watching TV.

" 'People in trailer parks are getting these channels, Quinn, think of it --think
of it, waitresses watching the biography of Beethoven and telephone linemen
going home to watch documentaries of World War I1.’

"I wasn't quite as convinced as she was on these points, but I saw the
potential, and when she persuaded Pops to give me a giant-size television I
was overjoyed.

"She insisted on the scientific documentaries which I, in the course of things,



would have skipped, and she took me through the magnificent film Immortal
Beloved, in which Gary Oldman plays Beethoven to such perfection that
every time we watched it I cried. Then there was Amadeus with Tom Hulce
as Mozart and F. Murray Abraham as Salieri, a masterpiece of a film that left
me breathless, and she reached back into history for Song to Remember with
Cornel Wilde as Chopin and Merle Oberon as George Sand, and Tonight We
Sing, all about S. Hurok, the great impresario, and there were dozens of other
films by which she opened my world.

"Of course she showed me The Red Shoes, which ignited me with fire to be
around people of
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grace and culture, and then The Tales of Hoffmann, which transformed my
dreams. Both of these movies caused real physical pain in me, so vibrant, so
lofty, so exalted was their world. Ah, it hurts me now to think about them, to
see images in my head from them. It hurts. They were like spells, those two
movies.

"Picture me and Lynelle on the floor in this room with no light except the
giant television, and those movies, those enchantments flooding our senses.
And Goblin, Goblin staring at the screen, stultified by the patterns he must
have been perceiving, Goblin quiet for all his struggle to understand why we
were so stricken and so quiet.

"When I cried in pain, Lynelle said the kindest thing to me:

" '"Don't you understand, Quinn?' she said. "You live in a gorgeous house and
you're eccentric and gifted like the people in these films. Aunt Queen keeps
inviting you to meet her in Europe and you won't do it. And that's wrong,
Quinn. Don't make your world small.’

"In fact, Aunt Queen had never invited me to meet her in Europe, or, to put it
more to the point, I had not known that Aunt Queen had invited me! No
doubt Pops and Sweetheart knew. But I didn't confess this.

" "You have to keep on teaching me, Lynelle,' I answered. 'Make me into



somebody who can travel with Aunt Queen.’
" Tl do it, Quinn,’ she said. 'It will be easy.’

"She almost made me believe it. And on she went, running rampant through
archaeology and theories of evolution and dizzying lectures on black holes in
space.

"She taught me to play some simple Chopin and a few exercises by Bach. She
took me through the entire history of music, quizzing me until I could
identify a period and a style and, even in Mozart's case, a composer.

"I was in heaven with Lynelle.

"She taught me many Latin words to show me that they were roots for
English words. She taught me to waltz, to do the two-step and the tango,
though the tango made me laugh so hard that I would fall down every time
we tried.

"Lynelle also brought the first computer into my bedroom, along with the
first printer, and though this was long before the days of the World Wide
Web or the Internet, I learned to write on this computer and managed to
become very fast at typing, using the first three fingers of each hand.

"Goblin was enthralled by the computer.

"At once he took my left hand and pecked out the words 'TloveLynelle." She
was very pleased by this, and then, unable to free my left hand from him, I
discovered myself typing all manner of words run together without spaces,
and I gave Goblin an elbow in the chest and told him to get away. Of course
Lynelle soothed his feelings with some kind words.

"It would be a long time before Goblin discovered that he could make words
appear on the computer without my aid.

"But let me return to Lynelle. As soon as I could bat out a letter on the
computer I wrote to Aunt Queen, who was on a religious pilgrimage of sorts
in India, and I told her that Lynelle was a special emissary both from Heaven



and from her. Aunt Queen was so pleased to hear from me that we began to
exchange letters about twice a month.

"I had so many adventures with Lynelle.

"On Saturday, we went into the swamp together in a pirogue with a vow to
find Sugar Devil Island, but at the first sight of a deadly snake, Lynelle
positively freaked and screamed for us to head back to land. I had a gun and
could have shot the snake if it had approached us, which it wasn't doing, but
Lynelle was terrified and I did what she said.

"Neither of us had worn long sleeves, as Pops had told us to do, and we were
covered in mosquito bites. So we never made an excursion like that again.
But on cool spring evenings we often
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sat on one of the rectangular slab tombs in the cemetery and looked into the
swamp, until full darkness and mosquitoes drove us inside.

"Of course we were going to venture out there one of these days and find that
damned island, but there were always more pressing things to do.

"When Lynelle discovered I had never been to a museum in my life, we were
off in her roaring Mazda sports car, the radio blaring techno-rock, going over
the Lake and into New Orleans to see wonderful paintings at the New
Orleans Museum of Art, and then on to the new Aquarium, and on to wander
the Art District for galleries, and on to the French Quarter just for fun.

"Now understand, I knew something of New Orleans. We often drove an
hour and half to go to Mass at the gorgeous St. Mary's Assumption Church on
Josephine and Constance Streets, because this had been Sweetheart's parish
and one of the priests stationed there was a cousin of Sweetheart's, and
therefore a cousin of mine.

"And during the Mardi Gras season we sometimes drove in to watch the night
parades from the front porch of Sweetheart's sister, Aunt Ruthie. And a few
times we even visited Aunt Ruthie on Mardi Gras day.



"But with Lynelle, I really learned the city as we meandered in the Quarter or
prowled about in secondhand bookstores on Magazine Street or visited the St.
Louis Cathedral to light a candle and say a prayer.

"During this time Lynelle also educated me for my First Communion and for
my Confirmation, and both these ceremonies took place on Holy Saturday
night (the eve of Easter) at St. Mary's Assumption Church. All of
Sweetheart's New Orleans people were there, including some fifty that I
really didn't know. But I was very glad to be connected with the Church in a
proper way and went through a mild period of fascination with the Church,
watching any videos that pertained to the Vatican or Church history or the
Lives of the Saints.

"It particularly intrigued me that saints had had visions, that some saints saw
their guardian angels and even talked to them. I wondered if Goblin, not
being an angel, had to be from Hell.

"Lynelle said no. I never had the courage, or the clear urge, to ask a priest
about Goblin. I sensed that Goblin would be condemned as morbid
imagination, and at times I thought of Goblin that way myself.

"Lynelle asked me if Goblin put me up to evil. I said no. "Then you don't have
to tell a priest about him,' she explained. 'He has no connection with sin. Use
your brain and your conscience. A priest is no more likely to understand
Goblin than anyone else.’

"That might sound ambiguous now, but it didn't then.

"I think, all in all, the six years I had with Lynelle were some of the happiest
in my life.

"Naturally, I was drawn away from Pops and Sweetheart, but they were
proud and relieved to see me learning things and didn't mind a bit. Besides, I
still spent time with Pops, playing the harmonica after lunch and talking
about 'old times,' though Pops was hardly an old man. He liked Lynelle.

"Even Patsy was drawn to Lynelle and joined us for some of our adventures,
at which time I had to squeeze into the tiny backseat of the sports car while



the two women chatted away up front. My most poignant memory of Patsy's
joining us has to do with Goblin, to whom I talked all the time, and the shock
of Lynelle when Patsy cursed at me to stop talking to that disgusting ghost.

"Lynelle softened and intimidated Patsy, and something else happened which
I think I only understand now as I look back on those years. It is simply this:
that Lynelle's respect for me, not only as Goblin's friend but as little Tarquin
Blackwood, had the effect of causing Patsy to respect me and to talk to me
more sincerely and often than she had in the past.

"It was as if my mother never 'saw’' the person I was until Lynelle really drew
her attention to me, and then a vague interest substituted for the
condescending and arrogant pity --"You poor sweet
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darlin' ' --that Patsy had felt before.

"Lynelle was a great watcher also of popular movies, particularly those which
were 'gothic' or

'Tomantic,’ as she called it, and she brought tapes of everything, from
Robocop to Ivanhoe, to watch with me in the evenings, and sometimes this
brought Patsy into the room. Patsy enjoyed Dark Man and The Crow, and
even Jean Cocteau's Beauty and the Beast.

"More than once we all watched Coal Miner's Daughter, all about Loretta
Lynn, the wonderful country-western star whom Patsy so admired. And I
observed that Lynelle could talk 'country’ pretty easily with Patsy. It made me
jealous. I wanted my romantic and mysterious Lynelle to myself.

"However, I learned something about Patsy during these years, which I
should have foreseen. Patsy felt stupid around Lynelle, and for that reason the
connection petered away and at one point threatened to break. Patsy wouldn't
stay around anyone who made her feel stupid, and she didn't have an open
mind with which to learn.

"This turning away of Patsy didn't surprise me and didn't matter to me. (I



think it was Ingmar Bergman's The Seventh Seal that proved the death knell
of our little movie-watching triangle.) But something else good happened as
regards to Patsy, and that was that Lynelle liked Patsy's music and asked if
we could come in to listen, and then praised Patsy a lot for what she was
doing with her oneman band, a 'friend' by the name of Seymour, who played
harmonica and drums.

"(Seymour was an opportunistic jerk, or so I thought at the time. Fate had
punishment in store for Seymour.)

"Patsy was obviously astonished by this, and jubilant, and we sat through
quite a few concerts in the garage, which Lynelle enjoyed more than me.
Naturally enough Goblin loved them and danced and danced until he flat-out
dissolved.

"As I tell you this, I realize that Lynelle was quite deliberate in this design.
She sensed that Patsy was afraid of her and backing off from us --"You're a
couple of eggheads' --and so she took me out there to Patsy quite cleverly to
forge a new link.

"In fact, she pushed the matter further. She took me to see Patsy perform at a
county jamboree. It was in Mississippi somewhere, right across the border
from where we lived, and part of the county fair. I had never seen my mother
on the stage, and people hollering for her and clapping for her, and it opened
my eyes.

"With her teased yellow hair and heavy face makeup Patsy looked plastic
pretty, and her singing was strong and good. Her songs had a dark bluegrass
tone to them, and she herself was playing the banjo, and another guy, whom I
didn't know very well, was sawing away on a rapid, mournful violin.
Seymour was a pretty stiff backup with the harmonica and drums.

"That was all very sweet and made a huge impression on me, but when Patsy
launched into her next number, a real hard-edged "You've been mean to me,
you bastard!" type of song, the crowd went nuts. They couldn't get enough of
my little mother, and people were flocking towards the stage from all over the
fair. Patsy upped the ante with the next one, her priceless "You Poisoned My
Well, I'll Poison Yours.' I don't remember much else except thinking she was



a hit, and her life wasn't in vain.

"But I didn't need Patsy. I'm not sure I've ever needed Patsy. Sure Patsy was a
hit with the yokels, but I had Beethoven's Ninth.

"And I had Lynelle. It was when Lynelle and I drove into New Orleans alone
together with Goblin that I was most overjoyed.

"I have never known a human being who drove faster than Lynelle, but she
seemed to possess an instinct for avoiding policemen, and the one time we
were stopped she told a tall story about us rushing to the bedside of a woman
in labor, and not only did she not get the ticket, the policeman had to be
discouraged from giving us a full escort to the fictitious hospital in town.

"Lynelle was beautiful. There is no more perfect way to say it. She had
arrived here at Blackwood Manor to find me a country boy who couldn't
write a sentence and left me some six years
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later, a dramatically well-educated young man.

"At sixteen I completed all the examinations for high school graduation, and
ranked in the top percentile on the college entrance exams as well.

"In that last year that we would be together, Lynelle also taught me how to
drive. Pops fully approved, and I was soon roving with the pickup truck on
our land and on the backcountry roads all around. Lynelle took me to get my
license, and Pops gave me an old pickup to call my own.

"I think Lynelle would have left me a real reader of books too if Goblin
hadn't been so jealous of my reading, so intent upon being included, so intent
upon me sounding every word to him out loud or listening to him sound it to
me. But that skill --the skill of sinking into books --was to come to me with
my second great teacher, Nash.

"Meanwhile, Goblin seemed to feed off Lynelle, even as he fed off me,
though at the time I wouldn't have described it that way, and Goblin was



getting physically stronger all the time.

"Big shocker. A Sunday. It was pouring down rain. I must have been twelve
years old. I was working on the computer and Goblin cursed at me and the
machine went dead. I checked all the connections, booted my program again,
and there came Goblin, switching it off.

" "You did that, didn't you?' I said, looking around for him, and there he was
near the door, my perfect doppelginger in jeans and a red-and-white
checkered shirt, except that he had his arms folded and a smug smile on his
face.

"He had my full attention. But I turned the computer back on without taking
my eyes off him, and then he pointed to the gasolier. He made it blink.

" 'All right, that's excellent,’ I said. (It was his favorite compliment and had
been for years.) 'But don't you dare turn off the power in this house. Tell me
what you want." He made the motions to 'Let's go' and of the rain coming
down.

" 'No, I'm too old for that,' I said. "You come here and work with me.' At once
I got a chair for him, and when he sat down beside me I explained that I was
writing to Aunt Queen, and I read the letter out loud to him, though that
wasn't necessary. I was telling Aunt Queen thank you for her recent offer that
Lynelle could always use her bedroom if she needed to freshen up or change
clothes or spend the night.

"When I got to the bottom and went to close, Goblin grabbed my left hand as
always and typed without spaces,
'TamGoblinandQuinnisGoblinandGoblinisQuinnandweloveAuntQueen." He
stopped. He dissolved.

"I knew without question that he'd exhausted himself in turning off the
computer. That made me feel safe. The rest of the day and night was mine.

"Another time, very soon after, when Lynelle and I were dancing to a
Tchaikovsky waltz --really cutting up in the parlor after all the guests were
gone to bed --Goblin socked me in the stomach, which took the breath out of



me, and then dissolved, not as if he wanted to but as if he had to --gone in a
puff, leaving me crying and sick.

"Lynelle was quite astonished by this, but she never doubted me when I told
her Goblin had done it, and then when we were sitting, talking in our intimate
way, adult to adult, she confessed to me that she had several times felt Goblin
pull her hair. She had tried to ignore it the first couple of times, but now she
was certain he did it.

" "This is a strong ghost you have,' she said. And no sooner had she spoken
those words than the gasolier up above us began to move. I had never seen
that trick before, this slight movement of those heavy brass arms and glass
cups, but it was damn near undeniable. Lynelle laughed. Then she uttered a
startled sound. She said she'd been pinched on her right arm. Again she
laughed and then, though he wasn't visible to me, she spoke to Goblin in
soothing terms, telling him that she was as fond of him as of me.

"I saw Goblin --now fourteen, you understand, because I was fourteen --
standing by the
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bedroom door and looking proudly at me. I realized keenly that his face had
more definition to it than it used to have in the past, principally because that
slightly contemptuous expression was new. He was quick to dematerialize,
and I was confirmed in my earlier opinion that when he affected matter
physically he didn't have energy to 'appear’ for very long.

"But he was getting stronger, no doubt of it.

"I vowed at once 'to kill' Goblin for hurting Lynelle, and after Lynelle took
off in her shining Mazda, I wrote to Aunt Queen that Goblin was doing the
'unthinkable' by hurting other people. I told her about the sharp punch in the
stomach as well. I sent the letter off by express so she'd get it in two or three
days though she was in India at the time.

And to keep Goblin amused that weekend I read aloud to him by the hour
from Lost Worlds, a wonderful book of archaeology that had been a gift from



Aunt Queen.

"Aunt Queen called as soon as she'd received my letter and she told me that I
must control Goblin, that I must find a way to stop him from his behavior by
threatening not to look at him or talk to him, and that I had to make these
declarations stick.



" "You mean to tell me, Aunt Queen, you finally believe in him?' I asked.
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Quinn, I'm across the world from you right now,' she answered. 'l can't
argue with you about what Goblin is. What I'm saying is you have to contain
him, whether he's real and separate, or simply a part of you.’

"I agreed with her and I told her I knew how to control him. But I would
concentrate on learning more than I knew.

"Meanwhile I was to keep her apprised of things.

"After that she raved about the coherence and style of my letter, which
showed a vast improvement over earlier letters, and she attributed my
progress correctly to Lynelle.

"I followed Aunt Queen's directions regarding Goblin, and Lynelle did too. If
Goblin did something inappropriate, we lectured him and then refused to
acknowledge him until his weak and puny assaults came to a halt. It worked.

"But Goblin wanted more than ever to write, and he moved into a new level
of concentration, spelling out messages on the computer using my left hand.

"It gave me more than an eerie feeling, this takeover of my left hand, because
Goblin didn't move my right hand, and so a strange rhythm of writing with
one hand mastering the entire keyboard occurred. Lynelle would watch this
with a mixture of trepidation and fascination, but she made an astounding
discovery.

"And this astounding discovery was that she could communicate with me
privately and secretly by typing out on the computer what she had to say
using very big words. On that day she wrote something on the order of:

" 'Our gallant and ever vigilant doppelgdnger may not perceive the many
perambulations that run through the cerebral organ of his much cherished and
sometimes misused Tarquin Blackwood.’

"And it was plainly obvious from Goblin's nearby dumb appearance that
Lynelle was perfectly right. Goblin, for all his early gains on me, couldn't



interpret such messages. Lynelle typed out more, something like this:

" 'Comprehend, beloved Tarquin, that your doppelginger, though once he
absorbed all that you absorbed, may have reached the limits of his power to
master fine distinctions, and this allows you a luxurious measure of freedom
from his demands and intentions when it is desired.’

"I took over the keyboard and, as Goblin watched suspiciously, being very
solid and curious, I wrote that I comprehended all of this, and that we now
had the computer for very rapid communication of two kinds.

"It could be used for Goblin's tapping out simple messages to me using my
hand, and by Lynelle and me communicating with a larger vocabulary than
Goblin could grasp.
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"About this time in my adventures with Lynelle, she tried to explain these
mechanisms to Patsy but met with a flat-out "You're crazier than Quinn is,
Lynelle; both of you ought to be locked up." And when Lynelle approached
Pops and Sweetheart they appeared not to understand the significance of
Goblin not knowing everything that was in my mind.

"Because that was it: Goblin didn't necessarily read my thoughts! When 1
look back on it now it seems an earthshaking discovery, but one that I should
have made a long time before.

"As for Pops and Sweetheart, I think they caught on that Lynelle believed in
Goblin, which we'd withheld from them before, and they issued a couple of
warnings that this 'side of my personality’

oughtn't to be encouraged, and surely a high-quality teacher like Lynelle
ought to agree. Pops got tough about it and Sweetheart started to cry.

"I took time alone with Sweetheart in the kitchen, helping her dry her tears on
her apron and assuring her that I was not insane.

"The moment is deeply inscribed in my memory because Sweetheart, who



was always pure kindness, said softly to me that 'things went terribly wrong
with Patsy' and she didn't want for things to go badly for me.

" 'My daughter could have had a Sweet Sixteen Party in New Orleans,'
Sweetheart said. 'She could have made her debut. She could have been a maid
in the Mardi Gras krewes. She could have had all that --Ruthie and I could
have managed everything --and instead she chose to be what she is.’

" 'Nothing's going wrong with me, Sweetheart,’ I said. 'Don't misjudge
Lynelle or me either.' I kissed her and kissed her. I lapped her tears and
kissed her.

"I might have pointed out to her that she herself had abandoned all the
refinements of New Orleans for the spell of Blackwood Manor, that she had
spent her whole life in the kitchen, only leaving it for paid guests. But that
would have been mean of me. And so I left it with assurances to her that
Lynelle was teaching me more than anybody ever had.

"Lynelle and I gave up on the question of insight or commiseration with
others as to Goblin --except for Aunt Queen --and Lynelle believed me when
I complained of how difficult it was sometimes to stop Goblin's assaults.

"For instance, if I wanted to read for any length of time, I had to read aloud to
Goblin. And that, I think, is why I am a slow reader to this day. I never
learned how to speed through a text. I pronounce every word aloud or in my
head. And in those times I shied away from what I couldn't pronounce.

"I got through Shakespeare thanks to Lynelle bringing the films of the plays
for me to see --I particularly loved the films with the actor and director
Kenneth Branagh --and she took me through a little Chaucer in the original
Middle English, but I found it extremely hard all around and insisted we give
it up.

"There are gaps in my education which no one could ever get me to fill. But
they don't matter to me. I don't need to know science or algebra or geometry.
Literature and music, painting and history --these are my passions. These are
the things that still, somehow, in hours of quiet and lonesomeness, keep me
alive.



"But let me close out the history of my love of Lynelle.
"A great high point came right before the end.

"Aunt Queen called from New York on one of her rare visits to the States and
asked if Lynelle could bring me there, and both of us --along with Goblin --
were delirious with joy. Sweetheart and Pops were glad for us and had no
desire themselves to be away from the farm. They understood Aunt Queen's
wishes not to come home just now, but they wanted her to know that they
were having her room entirely redone, as she had requested, in Lynelle's
favorite color blue.

"I explained to Goblin that we were going away, much farther away than
New Orleans, and he had to cleave to me more closely than ever before. Of
course I hoped that he'd stay at Blackwood Manor but I knew that wouldn't
happen. How I knew I can't say. Perhaps because he was always with
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us in New Orleans. I don't know for sure.

"No matter what my hopes, I insisted that Goblin have his own seat beside
me on my left on the plane. We flew first class --the three of us, with the
stewardesses serving Goblin graciously --to join Aunt Queen at the Plaza on
Central Park, and for a great ten days saw all that we could of wondrous
sights, museums and the like. Though we had suites as big as Aunt Queen's,
eternally filled with fresh flowers and boxes of Aunt Queen's beloved
chocolate-covered cherries, Goblin and I bunked in with Aunt Queen as we
had in the past.

"I was sixteen by this time, but it doesn't much matter to people like my
people whether or not a teenager or even a grown man bunks in with his
great-aunt or his granny; those are our ways. In fact, to be utterly frank, I was
still sleeping with Jasmine's mother, Little Ida, at home, though she was now
very old and feeble and sometimes dribbled a bit of urine in the bed.

"But where was I? Yes, in New York with my great-aunt, at the Plaza Hotel,
cuddled in her arms as I slept.



"Goblin was with us for the entire trip, but something peculiar happened to
Goblin. He became more and more transparent as the trip progressed. He
seemed unable to be anything else. He lacked strength to move my hand, too.
I learned this when I asked him to write for me how he liked New York. He
could not. And this meant that there could be no pinching and no hair pulling
either, though I had pretty much punished him --by silence and scorn --for
those acts in the past.

"I pondered this, this uncommon transparency in a spirit who has always
appeared to me to be three-dimensional and flesh and blood, but in truth I
didn't want much to worry about Goblin. I wanted to see New York.

"The high point of our trip for me was the Metropolitan Museum, and I will
never forget no matter how long I live Lynelle taking Goblin and me from
painting to painting and explaining the relevant history, the relevant
biography, and commenting on the wonders we beheld.

"After three days in the museum, Lynelle sat me down on a bench in a room
full of the Impressionist paintings and asked me what I thought I'd learned
from all I'd seen. I thought for a long time and then I told her that I thought
color had died out in modern painting due to World War I and II. I told her
that maybe now, and only now, since we had not had a Third World War,
could color come back to painting. Lynelle was very surprised and thought
this over and said perhaps it was true.

"There are many other things I remember from that trip --our visit to St.
Patrick's Cathedral, in which I cried, our long walk through Central Park, our
roaming Greenwich Village and SoHo, our little trek to obtain my passport
just in case I might soon be drawn off to Europe --but they don't press in on
this narrative, except in one respect. And that is that Goblin was utterly
manageable all the time, and in spite of his transparency seemed to be as
wildly stimulated as I was, appearing wide-eyed and happy, and of course
New York is so crowded that when I talked to Goblin in midtown restaurants
or on the street, no one even noticed.

"I half expected to have him show up beside me in my passport photo but he
did not.



"When we returned, Goblin appeared solid again, and could make mischief,
and danced himself into exhaustion and invisibility out of sheer joy.

"I felt an overwhelming relief. I had thought the trip to New York mortally
wounded him --that my inattention to him had been the specific cause of his
fading severely and perhaps approaching death. And now I had him back
with me. And there were moments when I wanted to be with no one else.

"Just after I passed my seventeenth birthday, my days with Lynelle came to a
close.

"She had been hired to work in research at Mayfair Medical in New Orleans.
And it would henceforth be impossible to keep up with her work, and with
tutoring me.

"I was in tears, but I knew what Mayfair Medical meant to Lynelle. It was a
brand-new facility, endowed by the powerful Mayfair family of New Orleans
--of which you know at least one member -- 75

and its laboratories and equipment were already the stuff of legend.

"Lynelle had dreamed of studying human growth hormone directly under the
famous Dr. Rowan Mayfair and being accepted by the revolutionary Mayfair
Medical was a triumph for her. But she couldn't be my teacher and boon
companion anymore, it was simply impossible. I'd been lucky to have her as
long as I did.

"The last time I saw Lynelle I told her I loved her. And I meant it with all my
heart. I hope and pray that she understood how grateful I was for everything.

"She was on her way to Florida that day with two fellow female scientists,
headed to Key West for a week of childless and husbandless relaxation.

"Lynelle died on the road.

"She, the speed demon, was not even at the wheel of the car. It was one of the
others who was driving, and they were in a blinding rainstorm on Highway
10 when the car hydroplaned into an eighteen-wheeler truck. The driver was



decapitated. Lynelle was pronounced dead at the scene, only to be revived
and linger on life support for two weeks without ever regaining
consciousness. Most of Lynelle's face had been crushed.

"I only learned of the accident when Lynelle's family called to tell us about
the Memorial Mass that would be said for her in New Orleans. Lynelle had
already been buried in Baton Rouge, where her parents lived.

"I walked up and down for hours, saying 'Lynelle’ over and over. I was out of
my mind. Goblin stared at me, obviously bewildered. I had no words. Just her
name: 'Lynelle.’

"Pops and Sweetheart took me to the Mass --it was in a modern church in
Metairie --and Goblin became very solid for the event, and I made space for
him in the pew beside me, but he agitated me considerably, demanding to
know what was going on. I could hear his voice in my head and he kept
gesturing. He shrugged, turned his palms up, shook his head and kept
mouthing the words 'Where is Lynelle?’

"The Mass was said by a very elderly priest and had a certain elegance to it,
but for me it was a nightmare. When people went to the microphone to speak
about Lynelle, I knew that I should step up, I should say all that she'd meant
to me, but I couldn't overcome my fear that I would stumble or cry. All my
mortal life I have regretted that I didn't speak at that Mass!

"I went to Communion, and as I always did after receiving Communion, I
told Goblin flatly and furiously to shut up.

"Then came a frightening moment. As you might not expect, I believe
strongly in the Catholic Church and in the miracle of the Transubstantiation -
-that the Priest in the Mass turns the wafers and the wine into the true Body
and Blood of Christ.

"Well, as I knelt in the pew after having received Communion, and after
telling Goblin to shut up, I turned and saw him kneeling right beside me, his
shoulder not an inch from my shoulder, his face as vivid and ruddy as my
face and his eyes sharply glaring at me; and for the first time in all my life, he
frightened me.



"He appeared quickened and cunning, and he gave me the creeps.

"I turned away from him, trying not to feel the obvious press of his shoulder
against mine and his right hand slinking over my left. I prayed. I wandered in
my mind, and then, when I opened my eyes, I saw him again --dazzlingly
solid --and I felt the coldest escalating fear.

"The fear did not pass. On the contrary, I became vividly aware of all the
other people in the church, seeing those in the pews in front of me with
extraordinary peculiarity, and even glancing to the sides at others and then
turning boldly to look over my shoulder at all those behind. I had a sense of
their normality. And then again I looked at this solid specter beside me; I
looked into his brilliant eyes and at his sly smile, and a desperate panic seized
me.

"I wanted to banish him. I wanted him dead. I wished that the journey to New
York had killed
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him. And who could I tell this to? Who would understand? I felt murderous
and abnormal. And Lynelle was dead.

"I sat in the pew. My heart went quiet. He continued his efforts to get my
attention. He was just Goblin, and when he cleaved to me, when he gave up
the solid image and wrapped his invisible self around me I felt myself relax
in his embrace.

"Aunt Queen flew home for the Memorial, but, as she was coming from St.
Petersburg, Russia, and there was a delay out of Newark, New Jersey, she did
not make it in time. When she saw her room decorated in Lynelle's favorite
blue, she cried. She threw herself on the blue satin comforter, turned over and
stared up at the canopy, and looked like nothing so much as one of her own
many slender flopping boudoir dolls, with her high heels and her cloche hat
and her wet vacant weeping stare.

"I was so devastated by Lynelle's death that I fell into a state of silence, and
though I knew that as the days passed those around me were concerned about



me, I couldn't speak a single syllable to anyone. I sat in my room, in my
reading chair by the fireplace, and I did nothing but think of Lynelle.

"Goblin went sort of mad on account of my state. He began to pinch me
incessantly, and trying to lift my left hand, and rushing towards the computer
and making gestures that he wanted to write.

"I remember staring at him as he stood over there at the desk, beckoning to
me, and realizing for what it's worth that his pinches weren't any worse than
they had ever been, and that he couldn't make the lights blink more than very
little, and that when he pulled my hair I hardly felt it, and that I could ignore
him without consequence if I chose.

"But I loved him. I didn't want to kill him. No, I didn't. And the moment had
come to tell him what had happened. I dragged myself out of the chair and I
went to the computer and I tapped out:

" 'Lynelle is dead.’

"For a long moment he read this message and then I said it out loud to him,
but I received no response.

" 'Come on, Goblin, think. She's dead.' I said. "You're a spirit and now she's a
spirit.’

"But there was no response.

"Suddenly I felt the old pressure on my left hand, with the tight sensation of
fingers curling around it, and then he tapped out:

" 'Lynelle. Lynelle is gone?’

"I nodded. I was crying and I wanted now to be left alone. I told him aloud
that she was dead. But Goblin took my left hand again and I watched it claw
the keyboard:

" 'What is dead?’"

"In a fit of annoyance and heightened grief, I hammered out:



" 'No longer here. Gone. Dead. Body has no Life. No Spirit in her body. Body
left over. Body buried in the ground. Her Spirit is gone.’

"But he simply couldn't understand. He grabbed my hand again and tapped
out, 'Where is Lynelle dead?' and "Where is Lynelle gone?' and then finally,
'Why are you crying for Lynelle?’

"A cold apprehension came over me, a cold form of concentration.

"I typed in 'Sad. No more Lynelle. Sad. Crying. Yes.' But other thoughts were
brewing in my mind.

"He snatched for my hand again, but he was weaker on account of his earlier
efforts, and all he could type was her name.

"At that moment, as I stared at the black monitor and the green letters, I saw
what looked like the reflection of a pinpoint of light in the monitor, and,
wondering what it could be, I moved my head from side to side to block the
light or get a clearer look at it. For one second it became distinctly the light of
a candle. I saw the wick as well as the flame.

"At once I turned around and looked behind me. I saw nothing in my room
that could have produced this reflection. Absolutely nothing. Needless to say,
I had no candles. The only candles were
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on a hallway altar downstairs.

"I turned back to the monitor. There was no pinpoint of light. There was no
candle flame. Again I moved my head from side to side and turned my eyes
at every possible angle. No light. No reflected candle flame.

"I was astonished. I sat quiet for a long time, distrusting my senses, and then,
unable to deny what I saw, I tapped out to Goblin the question, 'Did you see
the candle flame?' Again there came his monotonous and panicky answers:
'Where Lynelle?' '"Lynelle gone.' 'What is gone?’

"I went back to my chair. Goblin appeared for a moment, in a vague flash,



and there came the pinches and the hair pulling, but I lay indifferent to him
thinking only, praying only in a bizarre way of praying backwards, that
Lynelle had never really known how badly she was injured, that she hadn't
suffered in her coma, that she hadn't known pain. What if she had seen the car
careening into the truck?

What if she had heard some insensitive person at her bedside saying that her
face, her beautiful face, had been crushed?

"She never suffered. That was the story.
"She never suffered. Or so they said.

"I knew I had seen the light of that candle! I had seen it plainly in the
monitor.

"I murmured to Goblin, 'You tell me where she is, Goblin. Tell me if her
spirit went into the light." There came no answer. He couldn't grasp it. He
didn't know.

"I hammered at him. "You're a spirit. You ought to know. We are made of
bodies and souls. I am body and soul. Lynelle was body and soul. Soul is
spirit. Where did Lynelle's spirit go?’

"He gave nothing back but his infantile answers. It was all he could do.

"Finally, I went to the computer. I wrote it out: 'I am body and soul. The body
is what you pinch. The soul is what speaks to you, what thinks, what looks at
you through my eyes.’

"Silence. Then came the vague formation of the apparition again, translucent,
face without detail; then it dissolved.

"I went on typing on the computer keyboard: 'The soul --that part of me
which speaks to you and loves you and knows you --that part is sometimes
called spirit. And when my body dies my spirit or my soul will leave my
body. Do you understand?’

"I felt his hand clamp onto my left hand.



"'Don't leave your body," he wrote. 'Don't die. I will cry.’

"For a long moment I pondered. He had made the connection. Yes. But I
wanted more from him, and a terrifying urgency gripped me, a feeling very
near panic.

""You are a spirit,' I wrote. "You have no body. You are pure spirit. Don't you
know where Lynelle's spirit has gone? You must know. You should know.
There must be a place where spirits live. A place where spirits are. You do
know.’

"There was a long silence, but I knew he was right beside me.

"I felt him grip my hand. 'Don't leave your body,' he wrote again. 'T will cry
and cry.’

" 'But where is the home of the spirits?' I wrote. "Where is the place where
spirits live, like I live in this house?’

"It was useless. I typed it out in two dozen different ways. He couldn't grasp
it. And it was not long before he began to ask, 'Why did Lynelle's spirit leave
her body?’

"I wrote out the description of the accident. Silence. And finally, his store of
energy being exhausted and there being no rainfall to help him, he was
absent.

"And alone, cold and frightened, I curled up in my chair and went to sleep.
"A great gulf had opened between me and Goblin.

"It had been widening for all the years that I knew Lynelle, and it was now
immeasurable. My doppelgdnger loved me and was as ever fastened to me
but no longer knew my soul. And what was all the more ghastly to me was
that he didn't know what he was himself. He couldn't speak of himself as a
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spirit. He would have done so if he could. He could not.

"As the days dragged on, Aunt Queen made plans to go off again to St.
Petersburg, Russia, to rejoin two cousins she had left waiting there at the
Grand Hotel. She prevailed upon me to go with her.

"I was amazed. St. Petersburg, Russia.

"She said in a very sweet and winning way that it was either go to college or
see the world.

"I told her plainly I wasn't ready for either. I was still hurt by Lynelle's death.

"I said that I wanted to go, and in the future I would go with her if she called
me, but for now I couldn't leave home. I needed a year off. I needed to read
and absorb more fully many of the lessons that Lynelle had taught me (that
really won the day for me!), and to hang around the house. I wanted to help
Pops and Sweetheart with the guests. Mardi Gras was coming. I'd go with
Sweetheart into New Orleans to see the parades from the house of her sister.
And we always had a crowd at Blackwood Farm after that. And then there
was the Azalea Festival, and the Easter crowd. And I needed to be home for
the Christmas banquet. I couldn't think of seeing the world.

"When I look back on that time I realize now that I had slipped into a state of
profound anxiety in which the simplest comforts seemed beyond reach. The
gaiety of the guests seemed foreign. I felt afraid at twilight. Large vases of
flowers frightened me. Goblin seemed accidental and unmysterious, an
ignoramus of a spirit who could deliver me nothing of consolation or
companionship. I was apprehensive on those inevitable gray days when there
was no sun to be seen.

"Perhaps I had a premonition that there were terrible times to come."
9

"NOT SIX MONTHS had passed before Little Ida died in my bed one night,
and it was Jasmine who found her when she came to wake me for breakfast,
wondering why her mother had not come down. I was hustled away from the



bed with crazy gestures and summonses and blank looks from Goblin and
finally Pops dragging me out of the bedroom. And I, a spoilt brat who had
just woken up, was furious.

"Only an hour later, when the doctor and the funeral director came, did they
tell me what had gone down. Little Ida was the angel of my youth as surely as
Sweetheart was, and she had died so quiet, just like that.

"She looked tiny in the coffin, like a wizened child.

"The funeral was in New Orleans, where Little Ida was buried in a tomb in
St. Louis NO. I, which her family had had for well over a hundred and fifty
years. A host of colored and black relations were in attendance, and I was
thankful that it was all right to cry, if not even wail out loud.

"Of course all the white people --and there were plenty from out our way --
were a little more subdued than the black people, but a good commingling
shed tears.

"As for my mattress back at home, Jasmine and Lolly flipped it over. And
that was all there was to that.

"I framed the best picture there was of Little Ida, a photograph taken of her at
Aunt Ruthie's house in New Orleans during Mardi Gras, and I hung that on
the wall.

"In the kitchen now there was general crying, Jasmine and Lolly sobbing
about their mother whenever the mood came on them, and Big Ramona,
Little Ida's mother, went silent and quit the big house altogether, sitting in her
rocking chair all day for several weeks.
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"I went out there again and again with soup for Big Ramona. I tried to talk to
her. All she said was: 'A woman oughtn't have to bury her own child.’

"Crying came and went with me.

"I took to thinking of Lynelle constantly, and now Little Ida was mixed up



with it too, and each day it seemed that Little Ida was more dead and gone
than the day before.

"Goblin accepted that Little Ida was dead, but Goblin had never been too
crazy about Little Ida

--certainly he had loved Lynelle more --and so he took it rather well.

"One day when I sat at the kitchen table paging through a mail-order catalog,
I saw that they had flannel nightshirts for men and flannel gowns for women.

"I ordered a whole slew of these, and when the goods arrived, I put on the
nightshirt in the evening and went out to Big Ramona with one of the gowns.

"Now let me clarify here that Big Ramona is called Big Ramona not because
she's big but because she is the grandmother on the property, just as
Sweetheart might have been called Big Mama if she had ever allowed.

"So to go on with my story, I came out to this little mite of a woman, with her
long white hair in its nighttime braid, and I said:

" "You come on and sleep with me. I need you. I'm alone with Goblin and
Little Ida's gone after all these years.’

"For a long time Big Ramona just looked at me. Her eyes were like two
nickels. But then a little fire came into them, and she took the gown from me
and looked it over, and, finding it proper, she came into the house.

"Thereafter we slept spoon fashion in that big bed, flannel to flannel, and she
was my bedfellow as ever Little Ida had been.

"Big Ramona had the silkiest skin on the planet, and, having kept her hair
long all her life, had a great wealth of it, which she always plaited as she sat
on the side of the bed.

"I took to sitting with her as she went through the ritual, and we talked over
all the trivia of the day, and then we said our prayers.

"Now Little Ida and I had pretty much let prayers go by the boards, but with



Big Ramona we prayed for everybody in one fell swoop, reciting three Hail
Marys and three Our Fathers and never failing to add for the deceased:

Let perpetual light shine upon them, O Lord,
and may their souls and the souls of all
the faithful departed rest in peace.

"Then we'd chat about how it was a blessing Little Ida never knew real old
age, or suffered illness, and that she was surely up there with God. Same with
Lynelle.

"Finally, after all that, Big Ramona would ask if Goblin was with us, and then
she said:

" 'Well, you tell Goblin it's time to sleep now," and Goblin settled down
beside me and kind of merged with me, and off I went to sleep.

"Gradually, over a period of several months, a semi-calm came over me
entirely due to Big Ramona, and I was astonished to discover that Pops and
the Shed Men, and even Jasmine and Lolly, credited me with kindness to Big
Ramona in her time of grief. It was all our grief. And Big Ramona was saving
me from a kind of dark panic which had begun in me with Lynelle and was
now creeping closer with the loss of Little Ida.

"I took to going out fishing in the swamp with Pops, something I'd never
been all that crazy about before. I got to like it out there as we poked our way
through in the pirogue, and sometimes we went deep into the swamps,
beyond our usual territory, and I got a kind of fearless curiosity about the
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swamps, and whether we might find Manfred Blackwood's island, but that we
did not do.

"One afternoon, late, we came upon a huge old cypress tree that had a rusted
chain around it, grown into it in parts, and a mark carved on it that looked to
me to be an arrow. It was an ancient tree, and the chain was made of large



links. I was for pressing on in the direction of the arrow, but Pops said no, it
was late, and there was nothing out there anyway, and we might get lost if we
went any further.

"It was all the same with me because I didn't entirely believe all the stories
about Manfred and the Hermitage, and I was sticky all over from the humid
air, and so we went home.

"Then Mardi Gras came, which meant that Sweetheart had to go to her sister
Ruthie's house, and this year she really didn't want to go. She claimed she
was feeling poorly, she had no appetite, not even for King cake, which was
already arriving daily from New Orleans, and she thought she might be
coming down with the flu.

"But at last she decided to go into the city for all the parades, because Ruthie
was depending on her and she didn't want the crowd of her elderly aunts and
uncles and all her cousins to be disappointed that she wasn't there.

"I didn't go with her, though she wanted me to, and though her cough
worsened (she called Pops every day and I usually spoke to her too), she did
stay for the entire time.

"On Ash Wednesday, the first day of Lent and the very day she returned, she
went to the doctor without anybody prodding her to do it. Her cough was
simply too bad.

"I think they knew it was cancer as soon as they saw the X rays, but they had
to do the CAT

scan, and then the bronchoscopy, and finally a biopsy by needle through
Sweetheart's back. These meant uncomfortable days in the hospital, but
before the final pathology report came in Sweetheart was already breathing
with such difficulty that they had put her on 'full oxygen' and had given her
morphine

'to lessen the sensation of gasping for breath." She was in a half sleep all of
the time.



"At last they broke the news to us in the corridor outside her room. It was
lymphoma in both lungs and it had metastasized, meaning she had cancer all
through her system, and they did not expect her to last more than a few days.
She couldn't choose for herself whether she wanted an attempt at
chemotherapy. She was in a deep coma, her breath and blood pressure getting
fainter all the time.

"My eighteenth birthday came and went with nothing much to mark it, except
that I got a new pickup truck and drove it back to the hospital as fast as I
could to watch by the bed.

"Pops went into a protracted state of shock.

"This big and capable man who always seemed to be the one making the
decisions was a shuddering wreck of his former self. As Sweetheart's sister
and aunts and uncles and cousins came and went, Pops remained silent and
inconsolable.

"He took turns with me in the room, and so did Jasmine and Lolly.

"Finally Sweetheart's eyes opened and would not be closed, and her breathing
became mechanical as if she herself had nothing to do with the rhythmic
heave of her chest.

"I ignored Goblin. Goblin seemed senseless to me, a part of childhood to be
repudiated. I hated the mere sight of Goblin with his inane look of innocence
and questioning eyes. I felt him hovering. Finally, when I could endure it no
longer, I went down into the pickup truck and told Goblin that what was
going on was sad. It was what had happened to Lynelle and to Little Ida, that
Sweetheart was going away.

" 'Goblin, this is bad,' I told him. "This is awful. Sweetheart's not going to
wake up.' He looked grieved and I saw tears in his eyes, but maybe he was
only imitating mine.

" 'Go away, Goblin,' I said. 'Be respectful and decent. Be quiet so that I can
watch with Sweetheart as I should do.' This seemed to work some change in
him and he ceased to torment me, but I could feel him near me day and night.



"When it came time to shut off the oxygen, which was by then the only thing
keeping Sweetheart alive, Pops could not be in the room.
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"I was in the room, and if Goblin was there I didn't know it. Aunt Ruthie and
the nurse had the orders from the doctor. Jasmine was there and so was Lolly
and so was Big Ramona.

"Big Ramona told me to stand close to the head of the bed and hold
Sweetheart's hand.

"Off came the oxygen mask, and Sweetheart didn't gasp for breath. She just
breathed with a bigger heave of her chest, and then her mouth opened just a
little and blood poured down her chin.

"It was a horrible sight. Nobody expected it. I think Aunt Ruthie went to
pieces and somebody was calming her. My focus was on Sweetheart. |
grabbed a wad of paper tissues and went to blot the blood, saying, T've got it,
Sweetheart.’

"But more and more blood came, sliding down her chin, and then
Sweetheart's tongue appeared between her lips, pushing out more blood.
Someone handed me a wet towel. I gathered up the blood, saying, 'It's all
right, Sweetheart, I'm taking care of it.' Pretty soon I had all the blood. And
then, after four or five widely spaced breaths, Sweetheart breathed no more.
Big Ramona told me to close her eyes, which I did.

"After the doctor came in and pronounced her dead, really dead --I went out
into the hall.

"I felt a dreadful elation, a horror that seemed manic when I look back upon
it, a hideous safety from the consequences of Sweetheart's death due to the
giant hospital enfolding us, the seamless fluorescent light and the nurses at
their station very nearby. It was wild and pleasurable, this feeling. It was as if
no other burden on earth existed. It was a great suspension, and I hardly felt
the tiled floor beneath my feet.



"Patsy was standing there. She was leaning against the wall, looking all too
typical with her huge yellow hair, wearing one of her fringed white leather
outfits, her nails glittering with pearlescent polish, her feet in high white
boots.

"Only then, as I stared at her, at her painted mask of a face, did I realize that
Patsy had never come to the hospital once. I went into a silent stammer. Then
I spoke.

" 'She's dead,' I said, and Patsy came back fiercely:
"'l don't believe it! I just saw her on Mardi Gras Day.’

"I explained that the oxygen had been turned off and it had been very
peaceful; Sweetheart had not gasped or suffered, she had never known of any
danger, she had never known fear.

"Patsy suddenly flew into a rage. Dropping her furious voice into a loud
hissing whisper (we were near the nurses' station) she demanded to know
why we had not told her we were turning off the oxygen, and how could we
do such a thing to her (meaning herself); Sweetheart was her mother, and
who gave us the right?

"Pops appeared, coming round the corner from the visitors' waiting room, and
I had never seen him so angry as he was then. He whipped Patsy around to
face him and told her to get out of the hospital or he'd kill her, and then he
turned to me, shaking all over, choked up and silent and trembling, and then
he went into Sweetheart's room.

"Patsy made a move towards the door of the room, but she stopped and
turned to me and said a stream of mean things. They were statements like,
'You're always the center of it. You were there, weren't you? Oh, yes,
Tarquin, everything for Tarquin.' I can't clearly remember what her words
were. Lots of Sweetheart's people were gathering. Patsy went away.

"I left the hospital, got in the pickup truck, vaguely aware that Jasmine was
climbing in the seat next to me, drove over to the Cracker Barrel Restaurant,
went in and ordered lots of pecan pancakes, slopped them with butter and ate



them till I was nearly sick.

"Jasmine sat there opposite me, nursing a cup of black coffee and smoking
cigarette after cigarette, her dark face very smooth and her manner calm, and
then Jasmine said very distinctly:

" 'She suffered maybe about two weeks. Mardi Gras Day was February
twenty-seventh. She was at the parades. And here it is March fourteenth.
That's how long she really suffered, and that's not all that bad.’
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"I couldn't speak. But when the waiter appeared I ordered more pecan
pancakes, and I put so much butter on them they were swimming in butter.
And Jasmine just went on smoking, and that's how it was.

"The undertaker in New Orleans did right by Sweetheart, as she looked
exquisite against the satin in the coffin, with her makeup just the proper way.
There was a little eyebrow pencil where she always wore it, and a shade of
Revlon lipstick that she loved. She was in her beige gabardine dress, the one
she wore in spring for the tours, and there was her white orchid on her lapel.

"Aunt Queen was inconsolable. We clung to each other through much of the
proceedings.

"Before they shut the coffin, Pops took the pearls from around Sweetheart's
neck and the wedding band from her hand. He said he wanted to save these
things, and he heaved a sigh and he bent and kissed her --the last one of us to
do it --and the coffin was shut.

"No sooner had that lid come down than Patsy broke into sobs. That painted
mask of a face just broke into pieces. She just cut loose. It was the most
heartrending chorus to hear, as she cried and cried and called out 'Mamma' as
the pallbearers lifted the coffin to carry it out. 'Mamma, Mamma,' she kept
crying, and that idiot Seymour held her, with a stupid face and a limp hug,
saying 'Hush' of all things, as if he had the right.

"I took hold of Patsy and her arms came around me very tight. She cried all



the way out to Metairie Cemetery, her body shaking violently as I held her,
and then she said she couldn't get out of the car for the graveside ceremony. I
didn't know what to do. I held her. I stayed there. I could hear and see the
folks at the graveside, but I stayed with Patsy in the car.

"On the long drive back home, Patsy cried herself out. She fell asleep with
her head against me, and when she woke up she looked up at me --I was
already about six feet tall at that point --in a kind of sleepy way, and she said
softly:
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Quinn, she's the only person who's ever been really interested in me.’

"That night, Patsy and Seymour played the most deafening music yet to come
out of the backshed studio, and Jasmine and Lolly were in a rage. As for
Pops, he didn't seem to hear it or care.

"About two days later, after spreading out her suitcases to be packed once
more, Aunt Queen told me that she wanted me to go to college. She was
going to look for another teacher for me --someone as brilliant as Lynelle
who could prepare me for the finest schools.

"I told her I never wanted to leave Blackwood Manor, and she only smiled at
this and said I'd soon change.

" 'You don't have a beard yet, my baby,' she said, 'you're growing out of that
dress shirt as we sit here talking, and your shoes must be size twelve, if 1
have any knack for guessing such things. Believe you me, there are exciting
things to come.’

"I smiled at all this. I was still feeling the dazed elation, the cruel excitement
that surrounded Sweetheart's funeral for me, and I didn't really care about
growing up or anything else.

" 'When that testosterone really hits your blood,” Aunt Queen proceeded,
'vou'll want to see the wide world, and Goblin won't seem the fascination that
he is now.’

"The next morning she left for New York to catch a flight to Jerusalem,



which she hadn't visited in many years. I don't remember where she went
after that --only that she was gone a long while.

"About a week after the funeral, Pops produced a handwritten will from
Sweetheart's dressing table drawer that left all her personal jewelry to Patsy
along with all her clothes.

"We were gathered in the kitchen when he read out the words, 'For my only
girl, my dearest, sweetest girl.' Pops then gave the will to Patsy and he looked
away, and his eyes had that same flat metallic look which I had seen in Big
Ramona right after Little Ida died.

"That look never went away.

"A trust fund was also left to Patsy, he mumbled, but there was a formal bank
paper to deal with that. He produced an envelope of little Polaroid
photographs which Sweetheart had made of her
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heirlooms, identifying each with writing on the front and back.

" '"Yeah, well that trust fund is next to nothing,' Patsy said, shoving the
photographs and will in her purse. 'It's one thousand a month and that might
have been big money thirty years ago but now it's small change. And I can
tell you right now, I want my mother's things.’

"Pops took the pearl necklace out of his pants pocket and pushed it towards
her, and she took it, but when he drew out the wedding ring, he said, 'I'm
keeping this,' and Patsy just shrugged and left the room.

"For days and nights Pops did little or nothing but sit at the kitchen table and
push away the plates of food set before him, and ignore the questions put to
him, as Jasmine and Lolly and Clem took over the running of Blackwood
Farm.

"I had a hand in the running of things also, and very gradually, as I conducted
my first tours of Blackwood Farm and did my best to exert a charm over the



guests, I realized that the crazy elation which had carried me through
Sweetheart's vivid funeral was breaking up.

"A dark panic was reemerging. It was right behind me, ready to take over. I
kept myself as busy as I could. I went over menus with Jasmine and Lolly,
tasting hollandaise sauce and béarnaise sauce, and picking patterns of china,
and chatting with guests who had come back to celebrate anniversaries, and
even cleaning out bedrooms when the schedule demanded it, and driving the
tractor mower over the lawns.

"As I watched the Shed Men lay in the late spring flowers --the impatiens and
the zinnias and the hibiscus --a desperate sentimental fury possessed me. I
clung tight to the vision of Blackwood Manor and all it meant.

"I went walking down the long avenue of pecan trees out front, looking back
at the house to treasure the sight of it and imagine how it struck the new
guests.

"I went from room to room, checking on toilet articles and throw pillows and
porcelain statues on mantelpieces, and the portraits, most definitely the
famous portraits, and when the inevitable portrait of Sweetheart arrived --
done from a photograph by a painter in New Orleans --I took down the mirror
in the back right-side bedroom for the portrait to go up in its place.

"I think, in retrospect, it was a cruelty to show that portrait to Pops, but he
looked at it in the same dull way in which he regarded everything else.

"Then one day he said in a low voice, after clearing his throat, Would
Jasmine and Lolly take all of Sweetheart's clothing and jewels out of their
room and put them in Patsy's room above the shed? 'l don't want what
belongs to Patsy in my room.’

"Now, Sweetheart's clothing included two ranch-mink coats and some
beautiful ballgowns from the days when Sweetheart had been young and
single and had gone to Mardi Gras balls. It included Sweetheart's wedding
dress and other fashionable suits that were years out of date. As for the
jewelry, there were many diamonds and some emeralds, and most of it had
come down to Sweetheart from her own mother, or her grandmother before



that. There were pieces that Sweetheart had worn when she hosted weddings
at Blackwood Manor, and favorite pieces --pearls, mostly --that she had worn
every day.

"One morning, early, while Pops was in his half slumber at the table over a
cold bowl of oatmeal, Patsy quietly loaded all these possessions into her van
and drove away. I didn't know what to make of it, except that I knew, as
everyone did, that Seymour, Patsy's bum of a backup band and a sometime
lover, had a crash pad in New Orleans, and I figured she meant to take these
clothes there.

"Two weeks later, Patsy came home in a brand-new van. It was already
painted with her name on it. She and Seymour (the bum) unloaded a new
drum set and a new electric guitar. They shut the door of the studio and began
practicing at full volume. New speakers too.

"Pops was aware of all this, because Jasmine and Lolly were at the screen
door commenting on all of it, and when Patsy came through the kitchen after
supper he grabbed her by the arm and
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demanded to know where she'd earned the money for all the new things.
"His voice was hoarse from not speaking and he looked sleepy and wild.
"What followed was the worst fight they had ever had.

"Patsy was up front about the fact that she'd sold everything Sweetheart left
her, even the wedding dress and the heirloom jewelry and the keepsakes, and
once again, when Pops came at her she grabbed up a big knife.

" "You threw that stuff into my bedroom!" Patsy screamed. "You had them cart
it out and shove it into my closets like it was trash.’

" "You sold your mother's wedding dress, you sold her diamonds!" Pops
roared. "You're a monster. You should never have been born.’

"I ran between them and pleaded with them to stop, claiming that the guests



in the house could hear them; this had to come to an end. Pops shook his
head. He went out the back door. He went towards the shed, and later I saw
him out there in a rocking chair, just smoking and looking into the dark.

"As for Patsy, she moved some clothes of her own out of the upstairs front
bedroom, where she stayed from time to time, demanding that I help her, and
when I demurred --I didn't want to be seen with her --she called me a spoilt
brat, a Little Lord Fauntleroy, a sissy and a queer.

" 'It wasn't my bright idea to have you,' she said, and then she headed for the
spiral stairs. 'I should have gotten rid of you,' she hollered out over her
shoulder. 'Damned sorry I didn't do what I wanted to do.’

"At that precise moment, she appeared to trip over her own feet. In a flash I
saw Goblin near to her with his back to her, smiling at me. She let out a loud
'Ow!" The clothes fell down on the staircase, and with great difficulty she
caught herself at the top step. I rushed to steady her. She turned and glared at
me, and the dreadful realization came over me that Goblin had pushed her, or
in some other manner made her trip.

"I was horror-struck. I picked up all the clothes quickly and I said, T'll go
down with you.' The expression on her face, the combination of wariness and
excitement, of morbid respect and detestation, is something I'll never forget.
But what was in her heart I don't know.

"I was afraid of Goblin. Afraid of what he might do.

"I helped Patsy load all her things in the van so Goblin would know I meant
her no ill will. And then Patsy was off, declaring that she was never coming
back, but of course she was back in two weeks, demanding to stay in the big
house because she ran out of money and there was no place to go but home.

"That night, as soon as Patsy was safely away, I demanded of Goblin, "What
did you do? You almost made her fall!' But I got no answer from Goblin; it
was as though he was hiding, and when I went back upstairs to my room and
sat down at the computer he at once grabbed my hand and typed out,

" 'Patsy hurt you. I don't like Patsy.’



" "That doesn't mean you can hurt her,' I wrote, speaking the words aloud.
"At once my left hand was snatched up with extraordinary force.

"'l made Patsy stop,' he answered.

" "You almost killed Patsy!" I countered. 'Don't ever hurt anyone. It's not fun.’
" 'No fun,' he wrote. 'She stopped hurting you.’

" 'If you hurt other people,’ I answered, 'T won't love you.’

"There came a silence and a chill in the room, and then by his power the
computer was turned off. Then came the embrace, and with it a faint loving
warmth. I felt a vague loathing of the pleasure this embrace produced in me,
and a sudden fear that it would become erotic. I don't remember ever feeling
that fear before.
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"Patsy had called me a queer. Maybe I was one, I thought. Maybe I was
steered in that direction. Maybe Goblin knew. Goblin and me together. Fear
stole over me. It seemed like mortal sin.

" 'Don't be sad, Goblin,' I whispered. 'There's too much sadness as it is, at
home. Go off, now, Goblin. Go off, and let me think by myself.’

"In the weeks that followed, Patsy never looked at me in quite a familiar way,
but I did not want to admit to anything regarding the event on the staircase,
so I couldn't ask her what she had felt.

"Meantime everybody knew that in her bathroom in the big house she was
vomiting and retching in the morning, and she took to hanging about the
kitchen, saying that all the food disgusted her, and Pops, driven away from
the table, spent his long hours in the shed.

"He didn't talk to the men. He didn't talk to anyone. He watched the television
and he drank Barq's Root Beer, but he wasn't seeing or hearing a thing.



"Then, one night when Patsy drove up late and came into the Kkitchen
claiming she was sick and Jasmine had to make her some dinner, Pops sat
down at the table opposite her and told me to get out of the room.

" 'No, you let him stay if you've got something to say to me," Patsy said. 'Go
on, out with it.’

"I didn't know quite what to do, so I stepped into the hallway and leaned
against the back doors. I could see Patsy's face, and the back of Pops' head,
and I could hear every word that was said.

" 'T'll give you fifty thousand dollars for it,' Pops said.

"Patsy stared at him for a full minute, and then she said, 'What are you
talking about?’

"'l know you're pregnant,' he said. 'Fifty thousand dollars. And you leave the
baby here with us.’

" 'You crazy old man,' she said. "You're sixty-five. What are you going to do
with a baby? You think I'd go through all that again for fifty grand?’

" 'A hundred thousand dollars,’ he said calmly. And then he said, "Two
hundred thousand dollars, Patsy Blackwood, on the day that it's born and you
sign it over to me.’

"Patsy rose from the table. She shot up and backwards, glaring at him. "Why
the hell didn't you tell me that yesterday!' she shouted. 'Why the hell didn't
you tell me that this morning!" She made her hands into fists and stomped her
foot. "You crazy old man!' she said. 'Damn you." And she turned and flew out
the kitchen. The screen door banged shut after her, and Pops bowed his head.

"I came into the kitchen and stood at his side.

" 'She's already gotten rid of it,’ he said. He bowed his head. He looked
utterly defeated. He never said another word about it. He went back to his
silent ways.

"As for Patsy, she did lie sick in her room for a couple of days during which



Jasmine cooked for her and took general care of her, and then she was up and
off in her new van for a series of country jamborees.

"I was very curious. Would Patsy immediately get pregnant just to make two
hundred thousand dollars? And what would it be like to have a baby sister or
brother? I really wanted to know.

"Pops set himself to solitary tasks around the farm. He painted the white
fences where they needed it; he clipped back the azaleas. He laid in more of
the spring flowers. In fact, he enlarged the garden patches and made them
more brilliant than they'd ever been before. Red geraniums were his favorite
flower, and though they didn't last too long in the heat he set out plenty of
them in the beds, and he stepped back often to get perspective on his
schemes.

"For a while, a brief while, it seemed that somehow things would be all right.
The joy had not quite fled Blackwood Manor. Goblin behaved himself, but
Goblin's face mirrored my tension and my mounting conflict. The fear was
winning over my mind.

"What was I afraid of? Death, I suppose. I longed to see Little Ida's ghost but
it didn't happen, and then there was Big Ramona saying that people didn't
appear to you once they'd gone to Heaven, unless they had a powerful reason
for coming back. I wanted one last glimpse of Little Ida. I knew
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Sweetheart wasn't going to appear, but I had some peculiar faith in Little Ida.
I wondered how long she'd been dead in my bed.

"Meantime, Blackwood Manor went on.

"Big Ramona, Jasmine and Lolly ran the kitchen to perfection as they had
always done, handling the tours with equal aplomb, and Pops progressed to a
rampage of repairs and renovations to keep himself exhausted all the time, so
that he was in bed, out cold, by eight o'clock.

"Big Ramona did everything she could to cheer everyone, baking all her



'secret recipes’ and even cajoling Patsy into staying with me for dinner a few
times (when Pops was absent on errands), as if she felt that I needed Patsy,
which frankly I did not.

"Some interesting guests came and went, Aunt Queen wrote loving letters,
and Easter Sunday did see an enormous buffet with people from miles around
and music on the lawn.

"Pops didn't help much with this Easter banquet and everyone understood
why. He did appear, dressed in a fine white linen suit, but he mainly sat silent
in a chair, watching the dancing and looking lifeless, as though his spirit had
fled. His eyes were sunken. His skin had a yellowish tinge.

"He was like a man who'd seen a vision, and for whom normal life held no
charm.

"When I looked at him, my throat tightened. I could feel my heart pounding. I
could hear it in my ears. The sky was a perfect blue, the air was mild and the
music of the little orchestra was lovely, but my teeth were chattering.

"Out in the center of the dance floor, Goblin danced. He was very solid,
outfitted in a threepiece white suit just as I was. He didn't seem to care
whether or not I saw him. He was winding his way in and out of the dancers.
Then his eyes fixed on me and he became sad. He stood still and reached out
to me with both arms. His face was marked with sorrow. And it was no
mirror image, because I knew my face was blank with fear.

" 'No one can see you!' I whispered under my breath, and quite suddenly
everyone there seemed alien to me, the way people had in the church at
Lynelle's Memorial, or rather I felt myself to be a monster that I could see
Goblin, a monster that he was my familiar, and there seemed no possibility of
comfort or warmth in all the world.

"I thought of Sweetheart in the crypt in New Orleans. If I went to the gates of
the crypt, would I smell formaldehyde? Or would I smell something worse?

"I drifted away. I went down to the old cemetery. There were quite a few
guests hanging about down there, and Lolly was passing among them with a



bottle of champagne. I saw no ghosts in the cemetery. I saw only the living.
Cousins of Sweetheart's talked to me. I didn't hear them. I pictured going
upstairs to Pops' bedroom, taking his pistol out of the drawer and putting it to
my head and pulling the trigger. I thought:

" 'If you do that, this terror will end.’

"Then I felt Goblin's invisible arms around me. I felt him wrap himself
around me. There came what seemed a heartbeat from Goblin and a spiritual
warmth. It was not a new thing for me to feel this. It had lately made me feel
guilty. Only just now it seemed desperately important.

"And the elation returned to me, the wild elation I felt when I left
Sweetheart's hospital room, and tears rolled down my cheeks. I stood under
the oak tree, wondering if the sad ghosts of the cemetery could see all these
living people. I cried.

" 'You come inside with me,' Jasmine said. She took me by the shoulders.
'Come on, Taw-quin, you come on,' she said. She only called me by my full
name, pronouncing it "Taw-quin," when she was very serious. I followed her
in, and she told me to sit down in the kitchen and have a glass of champagne
too.

"Now, being a country kid I had drunk wine and whiskey plenty of times,
though never much in quantity --but very quietly, sitting at the kitchen table -
-after Jasmine left --I drank a whole bottle of champagne.
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"That night I was violently sick, my head hurt as though it was going to burst,
the Easter party was over and I was vomiting as Big Ramona stood over me
declaring in no uncertain terms that Jasmine was never to set me to drinking
wine again."

10

"IN THE WEEKS that followed I felt better. I don't think you can feel sheer
panic continuously. Your mental system breaks down. It comes in waves, and



you have to tell yourself, well, this will end.

"I went back to a leaden misery that was more easily manageable, and my
mind was sometimes flooded with memories of Sweetheart, of her singing,
and of her cooking, and of little things, unimportant and fragmentary things,
that she had said, or would say, and then a terror would follow, as if someone
had taken me bodily and put me out on a high window ledge nine stories up
above a street.

"Meantime I hadn't forgotten what Patsy had called me --sissy, Little Lord
Fauntleroy, queer. I knew perfectly well from the realm of television and
movie watching, as well as books, what that meant, and I had a deepening
inevitable adolescent suspicion that that characterization was true.

"Understand, I was too good a Catholic to experiment with sexual stimulation
when I was alone, and no good opportunities had come up for experimenting
romantically with anybody else. I didn't think people went blind from self-
stimulation, but the contemplation of it filled me with a Catholic shame.

"But I had had wet dreams. And though I'd awakened disturbed and
humiliated and cut them short, repressing the memory of what really drove
them, I had a deep suspicion that they were about men.

"No wonder Pops had offered two hundred grand to Patsy for a baby. He
thought I'd never marry, never have children. He knew from looking at me.
He knew from the way I couldn't hammer a nail into wood that I was queer.
What had he thought about me raving over supper about movies like The Red
Shoes and The Tales of Hoffmann? He knew I was queer. Hell, probably
everybody who'd ever seen me knew.

"Goblin knew. Goblin was waiting. Goblin was a profound mystery of
invisible tentacles and pulsing power. Goblin was queer!

"And what about the palpable embrace of Goblin, and the way that
sometimes this embrace sent a cool delicious chill through all my skin, as
though someone were stirring the hairs everywhere on my body and telling
my body to wake up?



"There was something so eternally intimate about Goblin's attentions that
they had to be sinful.

"Whatever the case, I did nothing but brood about it, and try to keep busy,
and the panic grew in me, rising and falling, and it began to come at its very
worst at twilight each day.

"Now that summer was coming and the days were longer, I knew the waves
of panic longer --sometimes from about four p.m. till eight. There came that
image to my mind of me putting a gun to my head and the thought that the
bullet would make the pain end. Then I thought of what that would do to
Pops and Aunt Queen and I put it out of my mind.

"It was around that period that I made everybody turn on certain lights at four
o'clock, come hell or high water, and whether we had any guests at
Blackwood Manor or not.

"I was becoming the Lord of Blackwood Manor --the Little Lord Fauntleroy,
I suppose.

"Each evening, like a creature driven, I turned on classical music in the
parlors and the dining
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room, and then I checked on the flower arrangements and the placement of
furniture and went about straightening out all the pictures on the walls; and,
as the panic went away a little, I sat in the kitchen with Pops.

"But Pops didn't talk anymore. He sat in a straight-back chair, staring out the
screen door at nothing. It was awful to be with Pops. His eyes were more and
more empty. He wasn't snapping back the way that Big Ramona had snapped
back. There was no consolation I could give or take.

"Then one night, when the panic was on me heavy and it was mixed up with
gloom and fear of being queer and mostly with gloom, I said to Pops:

" 'Do you think Patsy will get pregnant again just to sell you the baby?’



"This was a very uncommon kind of thing for me to say to Pops. Pops and I
spoke in rather formal terms with each other. And one of the things we had
never done was discuss Patsy.

"He answered in a quiet flat voice, 'No. It was just something of the moment.
I figured I could save that one. I thought that that was something to do, to
bring up that one. But the truth is, I don't even think she could carry one to
term if she wanted to. She's gotten rid of too many, and that makes a woman's
womb weak.’

"I was amazed at his candor.

"I wondered why I was alive. Maybe he'd given her money to carry me. But I
didn't say anything. I'd rather be afraid of it than know. And Pops' voice had
sounded too dead and metallic. I wasn't easy with Pops. I felt sorrow for him.
Neither of us said another word about it.

"And then at last --at last --it was eight o'clock and I could sit down on the
bedside with Big Ramona and she'd brush her long white hair and slowly
braid it and I'd be safe, safe in the shadows, and we would talk, and then lie
down to sleep.

"One afternoon, around three p.m., I was sitting out on the front steps of the
house, looking down the long avenue of pecan trees at the changing of the
light. It was a Tuesday, I'm almost sure, and we had no company, the last of
the weekend guests having gone away, and the guests for the coming
weekend not yet arrived.

"I hated the stillness. I saw that image of the gun at my head. What could I
do, I thought, to stop thinking of putting that pistol to my head? It was too
late to go out fishing in the pirogue, and I didn't want to get all dirty in the
swamps anyway, and everything --absolutely every single thing --was done in
the house.

"Goblin was nowhere about. Goblin had learned to shy away from me when I
got in these dark moods, when his influence to get me to do things was at its
lowest. And though he would probably have come had I called him, I didn't
want to see him. When I thought of putting the gun to my head, I wondered if



one bullet would kill us both.
"No, I didn't want the company of Goblin.

"Then it occurred to me that I had not inflicted myself as Lord of the Manor
on the attic; the attic was in fact an undiscovered territory, and I was too old
to be forbidden to go up there, and I didn't need to ask anybody. So I went
inside and up the stairs.

"Now, at three o'clock there was plenty of light coming in the dormer
windows of the attic, and I could see all the wicker furniture --whole sets of
it, it seemed to me, with couches, chairs, et cetera --and the various trunks.

"I inspected first a wardrobe trunk that had belonged to Gravier Blackwood
and was now standing open with its little hangers and drawers all vacant and
clean.

"Then there were suitcases with old clothes in them that did not seem to be all
that fascinating, and more trunks, all stamped with the name of Lorraine
McQueen. New things. What were they to me?

Surely there was something older, something that had belonged perhaps to
Manfred's sainted wife, Virginia Lee.

"Then I came upon a big canvas steamer trunk with leather straps to it, so big
that the lid came
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almost to my waist, and I was already six feet tall. The lid was open a little,
and the clothes were bulging out of it, the whole smelling strongly of mold,
and the label on the top of the trunk read in faded ink 'Rebecca Stanford,’
with the address of Blackwood Farm.

" 'Rebecca Stanford,' I said aloud. Who could this be? Very distinctly, I heard
a rustling noise behind me, or was it ahead of me? I stopped and listened. It
could have been rats, of course, but we really didn't have rats in Blackwood
Manor. Then it seemed the rustling was a conversation between a man and a



woman and someone arguing. . . Just doesn't happen. 1 heard those words
very distinctly, and then the woman's voice. . . Believe in him, he will do it!

"She had pasted on the label, I thought. She'd packed her trunk and pasted on
the label. She'd been waiting for him to come get her. Miss Rebecca Stanford.

"But where did all these thoughts come from?

"Then the noise came again. It had a rather deliberate sound to it. I felt the
hair stand up on my neck. I liked the excitement. I loved it. It was infinitely
better than depression and misery, than thoughts of guns and death.

"I
thought,

A ghost is going to come. Voices. No, a rustling. It will be stronger than the
apparition of William. It will be stronger than the vaporous ghosts that hover
over the cemetery. It's going to come because of this trunk. Maybe it will be
Aunt Camille, who has been seen so often on the stairs, coming up to the
attic.

" 'Who are you, Rebecca Stanford?' I whispered. Silence. I opened the trunk.
A mess of clothing was inside it and mildew had grown all over it, and there
were other articles all tumbled with the fabrics --an old silver-backed
hairbrush, a silver-edged comb, bottles of perfume in which the contents had
dried up and a silver-backed mirror, all splotched and darkened and no good
anymore.

"I lifted up some of the mass of clothing so that the items tumbled down into
the lower portion of the trunk, and there I unearthed a mass of jewelry --
pearls and brooches and cameos --all thrown among the dresses as if no one
had cared about them, which was a puzzle to me because I knew when I held
them that the pearls were real; and as for the cameos, I lifted them out one by
one and saw that they were fine little works, specimens Aunt Queen would
like very much, and all of them --all three --had gold frames, and good
contrast to them, being made out of dark shell.



"Why were they here, so neglected, so forgotten, I wondered. Who had just
heaped them here amid dresses that were molding, and when had such a thing
been done?

"The noise came again, a rustling sound, and another soft sound like a
footstep that made me pivot and face the attic door.

"There stood Goblin, glaring at me with alarm in his face, and very
emphatically he shook his head and mouthed the word No.

" 'But I want to know who she was,' I said to him. He disappeared rather
slowly, as though he were weak and frightened, and I felt the air grow cool as
it often did after his disappearances, and I wondered why he had been so
weak.

"By now, you can guess that I was so used to Goblin that I wasn't all that
interested in him anymore. I felt superior to him. At this moment, I didn't
think much about him at all.

"I set to work laying out the entire contents of the trunk upon the top of
another trunk beside it. It was clear that the contents had just been heaped
inside, helter-skelter, and all except the cameos and the pearls was a total
loss.

"There were beautiful old mutton-sleeve dresses, dresses that went back
surely to the days of long skirts, and there were old rotted lace blouses, two
or more with fine shell cameos attached at the throat, and what must have
been silk gowns. Some items fell apart in my hands. Cameos, all 'Rebecca at
the Well.’

" 'So you loved just that one theme,' I said out loud. 'Were you named for it?’

"I heard the rustling again, and I felt something brush me, soft, as if a cat had
brushed my neck.
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Then nothing. Nothing but the quiet and the dying afternoon around us, and a



kind of dread I had to escape.
"There was nothing better than to explore this trunk.

"There were slippers that were dried up now and gnarled as if they were
driftwood. An open box of powder had been tossed into the contents, and it
still had a bit of sweet fragrance after all this time. A couple of perfume
bottles were broken, and there was a small leather book with lots of pages of
writing, but all of the writing had almost faded away. It looked like purple
cobwebs.

"The mildew had gotten to everything, ruining all this finery and in some
places covering the wool garments with a slimy blackness, making them a
total loss.

" 'But this is sheer waste,' I said out loud. I gathered up the pearl necklaces, of
which there were three, and all of the five cameos, including two I had to take
off the old blouses, and I went downstairs with these treasures and sought out
Jasmine, who was washing some bell peppers for supper at the kitchen sink.

"I told her what I'd found and laid out the jewelry on the kitchen table.

" 'Well, you shouldn't have gone up there!' she declared. Much to my
surprise, she got ferocious. "You just run wild these days, you know it? Why
didn't you ask me before you went up there, Taw-quin Blackwood?' And on
and on she ranted in that vein.

"I was too busy looking at the cameos. 'All the same theme,' I said again, ' "
Rebecca at the Well," and all so very pretty. Why did they get thrown up
there in a trunk with all those things? Don't you think Aunt Queen would
want these things?' Of course Aunt Queen had at least ten cameos of

'Rebecca at the Well,' I knew that much, though I didn't know how she had
come by the first of them, and if I had known I would have been more
engrossed than I already was.

"At supper I told Pops all about it and showed him the loot, but he was no
more interested in this than in anything else, and while Jasmine read me the



riot act about meddling where I didn't belong, Pops just said in his dead
voice:

" '"You can have anything you find up there,' which made Jasmine quiet down
at once.

"At bedtime, I gave the pearls to Big Ramona, but she said she didn't feel
easy taking them, that there was a story to them and all the things that were in
that trunk.

" '"You save them for some day when you get married," she said. 'And you
give those pearls to your new wife. You have them blessed by the priest first.
Remember. Don't you give them away unless they're blessed by the priest.’

" T've never heard of such a thing,' I told her. 'A pearl necklace blessed by the
priest?’

"I begged her to tell me the story --I knew she knew things --but she
wouldn't, and she said she didn't remember it real well anyway, which I knew
was a fib, and pretty soon she had me saying our evening prayers.

"It was her bright idea that night that we should say an entire Rosary, and we
did it, meditating on the Sorrowful Mysteries, and then we made an Act of
Contrition as well. All this we offered up for the Poor Souls in Purgatory, and
then we said the famous prayer to the Archangel Michael to defend us in
battle against the Evil One, and then we went to sleep.

"Next day, I wrote to Aunt Queen about the discovery, and I told her that I
had put the cameos with her collection in the parlor showcase, and that the
pearls were in her dressing table, if she should want them. I asked if she
would please tell me the story that Big Ramona wouldn't tell. Who was
Rebecca Stanford? How did her things get in our house?

"I went back up and searched all of the attic. Of course there were wonderful
items --old art deco lamps and tables and overstuffed chairs and couches that
were rotting, and even a couple of typewriters of the ancient black species
that weigh a ton. Other bundles of old clothes appeared mundane and fit for
the rag pile, and there was an ancient vacuum cleaner that ought to have been



donated to a museum.
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"As for the wicker furniture, I had all of it brought down to be restored,
pending Pops' approval, which was granted with a silent nod. The Shed Men
were happy to have a new project, so that went all right.

"I didn't find anything else that was really interesting. Rebecca Stanford was
the mystery of the moment, and when I left the attic for the last time I took
the leather-bound book I'd found in her things, and there came again that
uneasy and exciting feeling. I saw Goblin in the doorway and again he shook

his head.
"That it banished despair, this excited feeling --that's what I liked.

"The following day, Thursday, was another quiet one, an in-between day, and
the panic started in on me, and after lunch I went outside to walk the avenue
of the pecan trees and feel the crunch of the pea gravel under my feet.

"The light was golden and I hated it because it was already failing, and the
dread was coming on me thick.

"When I reached the front steps I sat down with the leather-bound book I'd
found in Rebecca Stanford's trunk, and tried to make out the writing inside.

"It didn't take long to decipher the name on the first page, and to my surprise
it was Camille Blackwood. As for the rest of the writing, it was pretty near
illegible but I could see that it was verse.

"A book of poems by Camille Blackwood! And it was Camille's ghost that
was always seen going up the attic stairs! I ran to tell all this to Jasmine, who
was having a cigarette on the back steps. And again, there came the tirade.

" '"Tarquin, you leave that stuff alone! You put that book of poems in Miss
Queen's room until she comes home!’

" 'Now, listen, Jasmine, what do you think the ghost of Camille has been
looking for? And you've seen her ghost same as I have. And why are you



telling me to leave this book of poems alone?

Don't you see, she lost it, or it got put in the wrong place, and you're acting
like this isn't momentous when it is.’

" 'And for who is this momentous!" she fired back. 'For you? Did you see
Camille's ghost on the stairs?’

""Twice I did and you know it,' I answered.

" 'So how are you going to tell her you found the book, I'd like to know. You
going to tell your Guardian Angel when you say your night prayers?’

" 'Not a half-bad idea,' I said. "You've seen that ghost, you know you have.’

" 'Now you listen to me," she said, 'I never saw that ghost, I just said I did. I
said it for the tourists. I've never seen a ghost in my life.’

" 'T know that's not true,' I declared. 'l think you've even seen Goblin. There
are times when you just stare at him, and I know it. You know, Jasmine, you
don't fool me one bit.’

" '"You watch your tone with me, boy,' she said, and I knew that there was
nothing more to be got from her.

"She just told me again that I was to put the book away. But I had other plans
for it. I knew that if I held up each page to a halogen light I could probably
make out a little of the poem on it. But it was not enough. I didn't have the
patience or the stamina for that kind of detail.

"I put the book upstairs on my desk and went back down to sit on the front
steps again, hoping some guest would drive up and something would change
in the morbid miserable spell of the late afternoon. The panic was coming on
strongly, and I said bitterly, 'Dear God, I would do anything to prevent this!
Anything." And I closed my eyes.

" "Where are you, Goblin?' I asked, but he didn't answer me any more than
God had, and then it seemed to me that the heat of the spring day lifted
somewhat and a cooling breeze seemed to come from the swamps. Now,



cooling breezes never came from that way, or at least not usually, and I
turned
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to look down there to the far right of the house, to the old cemetery and the
hulking cypress trees beyond. The swamp looked as dark and as mysterious
as ever, hovering over the cemetery and rising up black and featureless
against the sky.

"A woman was coming up the sloping lawn from that direction, a petite
woman, walking with big deliberate steps while with her right hand she
gathered up the edge of her dark skirts.

" 'Very pretty,’ 1 said out loud. 'I knew you would be." And then the
strangeness of my words struck me, Who was I talking to, and I felt Goblin
pulling on my left hand. When I turned to look at him a sort of shock passed
through me, and he flickered, shaking his head violently No, and then he was
gone. It was like a lightbulb when it burns out.

"To my right, the pretty young woman was still coming on, and I could see
her smiling now, and that she wore a lovely old-fashioned outfit, a high-neck
mutton-sleeve lace blouse with a cameo, and a tight-waisted skirt of dark
taffeta to the ground. She had high-set breasts and full voluptuous hips, and
they swayed as she walked. What a dish she was. Her brown hair was all
pulled back from her face, revealing a serene hairline around her temples and
forehead, and she had large cheerful dark eyes.

"She finally made it to the level part of the lawn where the house stands, and
she gave a little sigh as if the walk all the way up from the edge of the swamp
had been hard.

" 'But they didn't bury you down there in that cemetery, did they?' I asked
her. We were the best of friends.

" 'No,' she answered in a soft sweet voice as she came on and sat beside me
on the steps. She wore a pair of black-and-white cameo earrings dangling
from her pierced lobes, and they shivered with the subtle motion of her head



as she smiled.

" 'And you're as handsome as everybody said,' she told me. "You're a man
already. Why are you so worried?' --so gentle --"You need a pretty girl like
me to show you what you can do?’

" 'But who told you I was worried?' I asked her.

"She was just gorgeous, or so it seemed to me, and she wasn't just endowed
by nature with an admirable face and large eyes, she had a pertness to her, a
freshness, a quick refinement. Surely there was a corset shaping her little
waist, and the ruffles of her blouse were stiffly ironed and flawless. Her
taffeta skirt was a rich chocolate brown color that glinted in the sunlight, and
she had tiny feet in fancy lace-up boots.

" 'T just know you've been worried,' she answered. 'l know lots of things. You
might say I know everything that goes on. Things don't really go in a straight
line the way living people think. Everything is always happening all the time.'
She reached over and clasped my right hand with both of hers, and I felt the
shock again, electric, dangerous, and delicious chills ran all over me, and I
bent forward and I went to kiss her lips.

"Teasingly, she drew back just a little, and then, with her breast pressed
against my arm, she said, 'But let's go inside. I want you to light the lamps.’

"That made perfect sense. I hated the long shadows of the afternoon. Light
the lamps. Light the world.

" 'T hate the shadows too,' she said.

"We rose together, though I was faintly dizzy and I didn't want her to know
it. We went inside the cool and silence of the house. I could just barely hear
the sound of running water in the kitchen. Four p.m. Dinner not for another
two hours, and how curious the house looked! What a curious fragrance it
had --of leather and crushed flowers, of moth balls and wax.

"The living room was full of different couches and chairs with frames that
were somber and black and shiny, real Victorian furniture, I thought, and



there stood another antique piano, far older than the one that had been there
before. It was a square grand. The draperies were a heavy midnight blue
velvet, and the lace panels were full of gracefully drawn peacocks. The
windows were open. How pretty, the breeze against the lace peacocks. How
perfect, I thought.
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"A thrilling ecstasy took hold of me, a certainty of the pure beauty of what I
saw and the irrelevance of all else.

"When I looked over at the dining room I realized that it too was altered, that
the draperies were a peach silk with gold fringe on them, and that the table
was oval, with a vase of flowers in the center. Fresh roses, natural garden
roses on short stems, petals lying on the waxed table. Not cold magnificent
florist roses. Just roses that could make your hands bleed. Drops of water on
the round vase.

" 'Oh, but it's delightful, isn't it?' she said to me. 'I picked that fabric for the
draperies myself. I've done so many things. Small things. Big things. I cut
those roses from the back garden. I laid out the rose garden. There was no
rose garden before I came. You want to see the rose garden?’

"A faint protest voiced itself in my mind that there was no rose garden on
Blackwood Farm, that the rose garden was long gone for the swimming pool,
but this seemed incomprehensible and unimportant, and to have mentioned
such a thing seemed rude.

"I turned to tell her I couldn't hold off of kissing her, and I bent down and
closed my mouth over hers. Ah. I never in my dreams felt that. I never tasted
that. I never knew that. I felt the heat of her body through her clothes. It was
so intense, I almost came. I put my arms around her and lifted her, and I put
my knee against her skirts and pushed against her sex, and I put my tongue
into her mouth.

"When she drew back, it took all my self-control to let her put her hand
firmly on my chest.



'Light the lamps for me, Quinn,' she said. "You know, the oil lamps. Light
them. And then I'll make you the happiest young man there ever was.’

" 'Oh, yes,' I said. I knew right where they were. We always kept oil lamps at
Blackwood Manor because, being out in the country like we were, we never
knew when the electricity was going to go out, and so I found the oil lamp in
the sideboard and I lifted it up and put it on the dining table. I raised the glass
shade and lighted the wick with the cigarette lighter I always carried just for
such things.

" "Put it on the window, darling,' she said, 'yes, right there, on the sill, and
let's go into the parlor and light the lamp there too.’

"I did what she told me, putting the lamp onto the windowsill. 'But that looks
dangerous,' I said,

'with it under the lace panels and so near to the draperies.’

" 'Don't you worry, darling,' she said. She led me briskly across the hallway
and into the parlor. I took the lamp out of the high Chinese chest between the
two hall doorways. After it was lighted, I put it on the windowsill in the same
manner as I had done across the hall. Now, that harp, that harp was the same,
the big gold harp, I thought, but everything else was changed.

"This was the strangest dizziness. I didn't dare to think of having her, of her
finding out that I didn't know how.

" "You're my darling,' she said. 'Don't stare at the pretty furniture, it doesn't
matter.' But I couldn't help it because only a moment ago --when I'd taken the
lamp from the chest --it had been familiar and now it was different again, all
those violet satin black-framed chairs, and there came a sudden chorus of
voices, of people saying the Rosary!

"Candlelight flickered on the ceiling. Something was wrong, and terribly
terribly sad.

"I was off balance. I was about to fall. I turned around. The sound of the
voices was an inundation. And the room was full of people --people in black,



seated on chairs and couches and in little gold folding chairs --and a man was
sobbing.

"Others were crying. Who was the little girl who stared at me?

"There was a coffin lying before the front windows, an open coffin, and the
air was heavy with flowers, drenched with flowers, the waxy smell of lilies,
and then up out of this coffin there rose a blond-haired woman in a blue
dress. In one swift gesture, as if she rode an invisible tide, she had come up
out of the coffin and stepped down on the polished floor.

" 'Lynelle,’ I cried out. But it wasn't. It was Virginia Lee. How could I not
know the lovely little face of Virginia Lee! Our blessed Virginia Lee. The
little girl let out a baleful cry, 'Mamma!' How
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could a woman rise from a coffin?

" "You leave this house alone!" she cried, and she reached out in a perfect fury
at the woman who stood with me, her white hands almost touching her, but
the woman at my side drove her back with a great hissing sound, a flash and
sputtering, and the figure of Virginia Lee, our blessed sweet Virginia Lee, our
household saint, the figure of Virginia Lee, and the coffin, and the bawling
child, the mourners --all of it blinkered and went out.

"The chorus of voices died away, as if it were a wave on the beach being
sucked back into the ocean. Hail Mary Full of Grace and then nothing.
Breeze and the flicker of the oil lamp in the shadows, and that smell of
burning oil.

"I was too dizzy to stand. She clung to me.

"The silence crashed around us, and I wanted to say something, I wanted to
ask something; I tried to form the thought, Virginia Lee had been here, but I
was holding the woman again and kissing her --and I was so hard it was
painful, I couldn't keep it back much longer, it was worse than waking from a
wet dream --and saying, 'No, I won't let it go on, I can't do that. That's a



mortal sin.' But she said,

Quinn, my darling Quinn. Quinn, you are my destiny." It was so
inexpressibly tender. "Take me to my room.’

"Smoke was rising behind the thick lace. A woman was crying softly,
brokenheartedly. The child's sobs came like coughs. But the woman beside
me was smiling.

" 'T'm light, I'm little," she said. 'See my small waist? See how small I am.
Carry me up the stairs.’

"Round and round and up and up. You can't fall down from dizziness if you
are going up and up. Never in my life had I felt such exultation. Never had I
felt so strong.

"We were in a bedroom, and though the configuration of the walls and the
archway made it seem that it was my room, it wasn't, it was hers, and we
were lying under her lace canopy and the bed was airy and the breeze was
coming in from the windows and the lace was moving in the air.

" 'Now, my big boy,' she said as she opened my pants and pushed to get them
down and lifted up her skirts. Her skin was hot. 'It's perfect now.' I slid inside
of her! First time! The heat, the pressure, the tight sheath. I came in her, I
flooded into her, I came, and felt her shivering and pushing her hips up
against me, and her sex holding me, and then she was dying back, spent, with
a short gasping laugh coming from her lips.

"I lay back. It didn't matter, the smell of smoke, the sight of it. It didn't
matter, people rushing. She turned to me, and, rising up on her elbow, she
said,

" 'Find what's left of me out there, Quinn. Find the island. Find what they did
to me.! How passionate and exquisite she was, how wronged and frail. The
cameo earrings shivered beside her delicate face. I touched her ear. I touched
the place where the gold pierced it. I touched the handsome black-and-white
cameo at her throat.



" 'Rebecca,' I said. Beyond her stood Goblin shaking his head No. Goblin was
so vivid, Goblin was using all his power.

" 'Do that for me,' she said. 'Do that and I'll come back to you, Quinn. And it
will be sweet, always so sweet. I was a creature born to make others happy.
That's what I believe in, Quinn. I've given you your first time, Quinn. Don't
ever forget me. To give pleasure. That's all I've ever tried to do.’

"The cameo at her throat, it was so like those in Aunt Queen's collection yet it
was different. But all of this made sense. She'd died out there wearing this
cameo. Yes. I reached out to touch her soft brown hair.

" "Tawquin, Tawquin, Taw-quin,' Jasmine shouted. She was running up the
steps. I could feel it, the vibration of the floorboards.

"I was alone.
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"I sat up. My pants were open. The semen was all over my jeans and on the
bedspread. I saw to myself immediately, and then, grabbing for a wad of
paper tissue from the nightstand, I wiped up the evidence and stood staring at
Jasmine as she came into the room.

" "You crazy boy,' Jasmine cried. "Why did you put those lamps on the
windowsills? Are you stupid? You set the curtains on fire! What was going
on in your mind?’

"I flew into action. On fire! Blackwood Manor! Never. But she grabbed my
arm as I tried to pass her.

" 'We put it out!' she said. 'Why did you do it?’
"It could have been a disaster.

"As it was, Lolly and Big Ramona, with the help of the Shed Men, replaced
the burnt lace panels that afternoon. The heavy draperies were all right. They
hadn't caught.



"I was in a state of terror. I sat numb in my room. I hadn't answered a single
question. Goblin had come around. Goblin sat in the other chair on the other
side of the fireplace and wore a worried look on his face. The computer
switched itself on. But I wouldn't go to it. I didn't want him to take my hand. I
didn't have answers for him.

"Finally, in pure weariness of his being there and staring at me, I said, 'Why
did she come?

Where did she come from?’
"He couldn't answer. He was confused.

"I went to the computer and let him take my left hand. He tapped out:
'Rebecca was very bad. Burn down the house. Evil Rebecca.’

"I tapped out: "Tell me something I don't know, like where did she come
from?’

"Long silence. Nothing. I went back to brooding in my chair.

"Over supper, with Pops, Jasmine, Lolly and Big Ramona, I told them all
pretty much what had happened. I told them the erotic part of it, that the
ghost and I had been intimate. I tried to describe how very 'real' it had all
seemed, and how reasonable to light those lamps as Rebecca had wanted, and
I told them the things Rebecca said.

"I showed them a cameo that I had found in the attic trunk, one that I'd put in
the case in the living room, one that had belonged to Rebecca Stanford, no
doubt.

" 'Rebecca at the Well,' don't you see? And she was named Rebecca. Who
was she, why did she come?’

"I felt a sudden dizziness. I looked down at the cameo on the kitchen table. It
seemed I heard her saying something to me or I was remembering something.
I tried to clear my head. I tried to remember. I strained to remember: Died out
there with the cameo on, died out there. 1 shivered all over. So many pretty



lace blouses. That's what he had always liked, white lace.

"I tried to talk clearly. I told them what she said about me finding the island,
and the promise that she drew from me, that [ would find 'what was left of
her' out there.

"Pops looked as grave as ever when he spoke. His voice was listless. 'Don't
go looking for that island. You can pretty damn well gauge that by now that
island's gone. The swamp's swallowed it, and if you see this damned ghost
again, you make the Sign of the Cross.’

" "That's what you should have done, all right,' said Big Ramona, 'and she
wouldn't have had any power because she came from Hell.’

" 'But how could she get out of Hell to come to me?' I asked.

" "Those cameos of hers,' said Jasmine, 'you go put them back in the attic. Put
everything back in that trunk just the way it was.’

" 'It's too late for that,’ said Pops softly. 'Just don't let her get you again.’

"We sat there in silence. Then Big Ramona was boiling milk for our café au
lait and it smelled good. I remember that, the smell of that hot milk.

"I just realized that Lolly was all dressed up because she was going out with
her boyfriend, who
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was always trying to marry her and lure her away but never succeeded. She
looked like a Hindu beauty, Lolly. And Jasmine, Jasmine in her plain
shirtwaist dress of red silk was smoking in the kitchen, which was rare.

"The hot milk went into the coffee cups. I looked down into the steam.
" 'Everybody believes me,' I said. "You all believe me.’

"Pops said to Jasmine, "Tell him.’



" '"Tell me what?' I asked.

"Jasmine drew on her cigarette and crushed it out in her plate. Then she lit
another one, just like that. 'It was Goblin,' she said, 'who came in here and
pointed and carried on about the curtains burning. It was Goblin, in a flash' --
she snapped her fingers --'as big as life.’

" 'Knocked the plate out of her hand,' said Lolly.
"Jasmine nodded. 'Knocked a plate off the drainboard there, too.’

"I was speechless. I was overwhelmed. All my life these very people had
insisted Goblin didn't exist, or I shouldn't be talking to Goblin, or Goblin was
my subconscious, or Goblin was just an imaginary playmate, and now they
were saying these things. I had no answer. I felt amazement more than
anything else.

" 'How could that creature knock that plate off the drainboard?' asked Pops.

" T'm telling you, it happened,’ said Jasmine. 'T was rinsing the dishes in the
sink, and that plate went crash, and then, when I turned, there he was, and he
was pointing to the door, and he knocked the plate out of my hand."

"Everybody
went
quiet.

" 'And this is why you believe me?' I asked. 'Because you saw Goblin with
your own eyes?’

" 'I'm not saying I believe one word of what you said," Jasmine fired back.
'I'm just saying I saw Goblin. That's all I have to say.’

" "You know who that Rebecca was, don't you?' I asked, glancing around at
everyone. Nobody said a word.

" 'T'm going to have the priest out here,' said Pops in the same lifeless fashion



in which he'd said everything else. 'T'm going to get Fr. Mayfair here. This is
just too many ghosts, and I don't care if one of them was Virginia Lee.’

" 'And you, you idiot boy," said Big Ramona, 'stop glorying in the fact that
everybody believes you and get it straight in your head that you nearly
burned down this house.’

" "That's the damned truth,’ said Jasmine. 'I'm not saying I don't believe you
saw this creature, this thing, this woman, but Mamma's right, you damned
near burnt down Blackwood Manor. You set the damned place on fire.’

" 'Look, I know that,' I said defensively. I got real defensive. 'But who was
she? Why'd she want to burn down this house? Did she die out there on the
island? That has to be it.’

"Pops raised his hand for silence. 'Doesn't matter who she was. If she did die
out there, there's nothing left of her. And you do what I tell you about making
the Sign of the Cross.’

" 'Don't you ever be caught up by her again,' said Lolly.

"And on and on it went for a half hour, them castigating me and excoriating
me and everything else in the book.

"When I left the kitchen, I was in a sort of daze. Memories of being with her
were coming back to me and I didn't dare tell the Kitchen Committee. I just
wanted out.

"I went into the parlor, maybe to convince myself that it was the parlor I
knew and not that strange apparition, and I found myself looking at the
portrait of Manfred Blackwood. So distinguished. So much authority in his
bulldog face. It is amazing, the varieties of beauty. His huge mournful eyes,
his flattened nose, his jutting chin and turned-down mouth all seemed
harmonious and silently grand. I found myself talking to him, murmuring to
him that he knew who that Rebecca Stanford was, and I
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would find out.

" 'Why didn't you come to try to stop her?' I asked him, watching the play of
light on the portrait. 'Why did it have to be Virginia Lee?’

"I went into the dining room and looked up at the portrait of Virginia Lee. I
had seen her, vital, in motion, I had heard her voice, I had seen her small blue
eyes blazing with anger and outrage. The dizziness came again. I welcomed
it, straining to catch the mumbled voices that were maddeningly beyond my
hearing: Mean to my children. Crying, brokenhearted. I'm afraid I'll die and
someone will be mean to my children. The chorus of the Rosary came from
the living room. She was crying. So mean to my poor children.

" 'Virginia Lee,' I said. 'I didn't mean to do it." But only the silence came back
at me, and her portrait was just a portrait, and there were no more prayers. I
was struggling to remember things that hadn't happened. I was sleepy all
over. I had to lie down.

"When I reached my room I was utterly exhausted. I cleaned up the
bedspread as best I could with a wet washcloth, and then I flopped down and
went into a strange half sleep. I felt myself falling out of consciousness.

"Rebecca was talking to me. The room was her room again, and she
explained again that things did not happen in a straight line. Everything was
happening all the time. She was always here. I grow no older. I never escape.
I wanted to ask her what she meant, but some arbitrary darkness crept in, and
I turned over and fell into a deep sweet state somewhere between sleep and
wakefulness, in which my body enjoyed its exhaustion and knew it was
exhausted from having spent itself sexually, and she and her strange talk were
all gone.

"I was deliciously drowsy when suddenly I realized Pops was in this room.
Pops was standing at the foot of the bed.

"Pops started to talk to me in his dull, flat voice:

" 'All your life you've talked of ghosts and spirits, of Goblin, and seeing
shades down there in the cemetery, and now this thing has come either into



our house or into your imagination, I honestly don't know which. But you
have got to fight for your mind. You have got to fight for some direction of
your brilliance, you, at the age of eighteen, have got to determine some
ambition, and that ambition must never be clouded by these ghosts.’

"I sat up out of respect for him, and he went on.

" 'I'm angry,' he said. 'T'm real angry that you nearly burnt down this house.
But I don't know what to make of what happened to you, and as angry as I am
I'm convinced that something clouded your reason because you love
Blackwood Farm as much as I do.’

"I said at once that this was true.

" 'Well, you get your mind in order, you hear me?' he went on. 'And in the
meantime, put this woman's cameos back in her trunk. Close that trunk. Shut
it up tight. That trunk is Pandora's Box. You let her spirit out when you
opened it, so put everything you took out of it back.’

"He paused for a moment, and then he turned and stared at me with his wan
expression and his pale face.

" T've given you all I can give you,' he said. 'l don't have anything more to
teach you. Lynelle taught things that I could never teach you. She was better
than school, T don't argue with it. But you're wasting your time now. You're
wasting everything. And I know perfectly well that you won't go to any
college right now, and maybe even at age eighteen that's not the right thing.
But Aunt Queen has got to come home and she's got to find you a new
teacher and she's got to take you on.’

"I nodded. Aunt Queen wasn't terribly far away at this time. She was
attending a seminar in Barbados, and I knew that Pops would call her and that
she'd be coming home. I hated it, hated that he would interrupt her, but after
what had happened she'd definitely be called home.

"Pops stared at me for a long time, and then he went out of my room.
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"I felt a dull shock because in all the years I had lived with Pops he had never
spoken that many words to me at any one time. Also I had seen that he was
weak and washed out, and no longer the hale and hearty individual that he
had always been.

"That I had caused him worry upset me something fierce.

"I went down to the parlor and I got the cameos out of the display case which
I had taken from the trunk. I brought them up to my room, and I resolved that
tomorrow by daylight, I'd go up to the attic and put them back. Maybe.
Maybe not. After all, the ghost hadn't said anything to me about opening her
trunk.

"Again I fell into a doze, and there was a delightful wicked sense of Rebecca
being there. Just a thing for pleasure, that's all I ever was, Quinn. That's what
I'll be to you, Quinn. This is the time, Quinn, just a thing of pleasure, that's
all I ever wanted to be. Somebody's jewel, somebody's ornament, somebody's
pet, who knows?

"Sometime very late Big Ramona came and roused me and told me to dress
for bed. I did what she told me, and when I came out of the bathroom in my
long flannel nightshirt, she looked at me and said:

" "You're too old for me to be sleeping with you.’

" 'That's not true,' I protested at once. 'I don't want that ghost coming back. I
don't want that --what happened. If T need that, I'll take care of that
somewhere else. I need you to sleep with me," I said.

'Come on, let's say our prayers.’

"And we did, and we hugged each other close as we slept, and I slept so deep
that there seemed no dreams to it, only deep deep rest until the morning light
astonished me coming through the windows and spilling into the room.

"It was early, hours before my usual lazy adolescent time, but I got up
quietly, taking great pains not to wake Big Ramona, and I dressed in my
jeans and boots and got my heavy garden gloves and my rifle and my hunting



knife, and, stopping silently in the kitchen to get a big knife --the very knife
that Patsy had waved at Pops --I stole out of the house down towards the
landing and the pirogue tied there.

"The little cemetery was bleak in the sunshine and overgrown with weeds,
and somewhere in the back of my distracted mind I knew that Pops in the
natural course of things would never have let it get that way, and that he was
not himself anymore; that grief was bringing real harm to Pops, and I had to
do something about those weeds. I had to clean up the tombs. I had to take
care of more things. I had to take care of Pops too.

"I also knew that Goblin was near me but not showing himself, and I knew
that Goblin was afraid.

"I didn't care about Goblin, and I thought perhaps that Goblin knew that too.

"As I look back on it now, I know that he knew it. He knew that once he had
been the central mystery of my life and that he was that no longer --Rebecca
had taken his place --and he was hanging back, weakened by my indifference
and full of a panic which perhaps he had learned to feel from me.

"My heart was set on finding Sugar Devil Island, and so, with the pole in
hand I pushed away from the bank and set out into the swamp."
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"NOW, I HAD BEEN in the swamp plenty as a youngster. I knew how to fire
the rifle. I knew how to fish. And Pops and I had ranged quite far from the
banks of the farm. But there was a territory to which we adhered, and it had
always seemed spacious enough for us because we caught lots of fish in it,
and the swamp itself seemed so unvarying in its morass of cypress, tupelo
gum and wild oak, its giant palmetto and endless snags of vine.

"But now, it was my single object to push beyond this territory and, in
choosing a direction, I was guided only by my memory of the tree which had
the arrow deeply carved into the bark, above its girdle of rusted chain.



"It took me longer to find than I would have liked, and the air was humid and
heavy, but the water was at a good level for the pirogue, and so, taking out
my compass, I did my best to chart a course in the direction to which the
arrow pointed.

"If Pops and I had ever been this far, I wasn't conscious of it. What I was
conscious of was that I could get dangerously lost. But I didn't care much
about it. I was too sure of my mission, and when I began to experience
feelings of dizziness I just pushed on.

"Again I heard voices speaking, just as if these whispers pushed at me and
prodded me and broke my sense of balance, and once again a woman was
crying, only it wasn't Virginia Lee.

" You can't do this to me, the woman sobbed. You can't do it! And there came
a rolling rumble of deeper voices -- Engraved forever! said the woman, and
then I lost the thread of it.

"I could hear it but not understand it. It was submerged in a tangle of dreams
and half impressions. I was desperate to follow, to remember, but I had to
keep my balance in the pirogue, I had to not drop the pole.

"The pole could fall into the slimy water and I'd have to go after it. Now, I'd
been up to my waist in swamp water before and I didn't like it one bit. The
green light of the sun was flashing in my eyes.

"I thought I had caught more words, but then the memory was gone from me
and nothing else came clear. I heard the birds crying, those strange seemingly
isolated melancholy cries.

"Meanwhile the pirogue glided through the duckweed, and I was steering it
steadily past the jungles of cypress knees, and I became aware of a huge
tangle of blossoming wisteria to my right. The flowers were so vividly
purple, so lusciously purple that I heard myself laugh out loud at them.

"The dizziness came again, and there was a luxury to it, a sweetness, like
being slightly high on champagne. The light was dappled and the wisteria
was so pure. I could hear the voices. I knew one of them belonged to



Rebecca, and that Rebecca was in pain.

". .. they'll catch you, they'll find you out. . . That fragment I caught like one
trying to catch a falling leaf. And then a laughter came over her voice,
drowning it out, and no more words were clear.

"Suddenly, there rose up on my right a giant cypress, surely one of the oldest
I'd ever seen, and there was the girdle of iron chain, as fiercely rusted as
before, and the arrow, deeply etched, instructing me to veer to the left. Now
that was surely new territory, in the opposite direction from Blackwood
Farm. And when I checked my compass I learned I was correct.

"The pirogue was traveling very easy now, and my pole was going down
deep. I dreaded more than ever falling into the water, and on I sped, when
another mass of gloriously blooming wisteria appeared.

"You understand how wild that vine is, I know you do, and how beautiful it
can be. And now the sun was pouring down on it, in shafts, as it might
through a cathedral window, and it was spreading out in all directions, except
that there seemed a channel into which I'd found my way.

"On and on I went until the configuration of rusted chain and carved arrow
appeared again. This time it was only to tell me to go on in the same
direction, and I followed it, knowing that I was very far from Blackwood
Farm, maybe an hour from any kind of help, and that is a lot in the swamp.

"I glanced at my watch and discovered that I was wrong by thirty minutes. I'd
been gone an
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hour and a half. The excitement I'd felt on waking grew stronger inside me.
And when another cypress appeared with its ancient chain and its jagged
arrow | veered slightly to the left again, only to come upon another girded
tree whose arrow told me to veer right.

"I was drifting along, in even deeper water, when, gazing upwards, I realized
I was looking at a house.



"At that moment the pirogue struck a bank. I was jolted nearly out of it. I had
to get my bearings. Wild blackberries swarmed over the front of the boat and
reached out to scratch me, but with the kitchen knife I slashed at them and
then pushed them back with my gloved hands.

"It wasn't an impossible situation. And in the meantime I could see that my
first visual impression had been an accurate one. There was a big house
looming up in front of me, a house of natural weathered cypress built on
pilings, and it occurred to me that I had gone off our land and might have
come to someone else's home.

"Well, I'd approach with respect, I figured, and, when I had cut through more
of the wild blackberries and pulled the pirogue up onto the bank, I turned
around to find myself in a forest of slapping palmetto and sickly blue-gum
saplings rising up like the ghosts of trees beneath the desperate vicious arms
of giant cypress trees on both sides of me and further on.

"I stopped, felt the dizziness again, and then I heard the humming of bees. I
wiped at my face but my gloves were dirty and I probably got my face dirty,
and though I had a linen handkerchief in my pocket, along with lots of paper
tissue, it was no time for that.

"I walked on, making sure the land was solid, and realized I was climbing
upwards onto a mound. At last a clearing broke in front of me, a very large
clearing surrounded by immense cypress --in fact, it seemed then that the
cypress had anchored the clearing and made an island out of it by their knees
and their hateful sprawling roots.

"And in the midst of this clearing rose the house, some six to eight feet above
ground atop its log foundations, a seemingly circular structure of two stories,
each of connecting arches and in a rising succession of smaller sizes, like the
two layers of a wedding cake. Adding to this impression was a cupola on the
very top.

"A solid wooden stairs rose from the earth to the front doorway, and affixed
above this front door was a rectangular sign with deeply etched and plainly
readable letters:



PROPERTY OF

MANFRED BLACKWOOD



KEEP OUT

"If I'd ever felt as much triumph before, I didn't remember it. This was my
house, this was my island; I had discovered what was only legend to other
people, and it was all mine. I'd reclaimed Manfred's tale. I'd seen what
William never saw, what Gravier never saw, what Pops never saw. I was
here.

"In a heated delirium I surveyed the building, almost incapable of any true
reasoning and not even remembering Rebecca's plea to me, or the deep
simmering pain which I had just heard inside my head.

"The droning of the bees, the rattle and flapping of the giant palmetto leaves,
the soft crush of gravel under my feet --all these things sort of embraced me
and upheld me and seemed to wrap me in an incalculable fascination, as
though I'd come into the paradise of another man's faith.

"I was also dimly aware, unwillingly aware, that though the ancient trees
might have created this clearing, the clearing itself could not have remained
free in any natural way. The swamp should have swallowed it up a long time
ago. As it was the blackberries were eating at it, and the wicked, high-toned
wisteria had a claim on it, sprawling out to shroud the undergrowth to the
right of the house
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and to the back of it, coming up over the high two-story roof.

"But somebody was living here. Probably. But then maybe not. At the idea of
squatters or trespassers I was incensed. I regretted that I hadn't brought a
handgun. Should have. And might whenever I came back. It all depended
upon what I discovered in the house.

"Meantime I had spied another structure, something seemingly solid and
massive, well behind the house. The wisteria covered half of it. The sun was
striking off the surface of the rest of it, positively sparkling on it and making



a dazzle through the spindly trunks of the newborn trees.

"It was to this structure that I went first, very reluctantly passing by the
inviting front steps of the house but determined to discover what this massive
shape was.

"I could only explain it to myself as some sort of tomb. It stood as tall as me,
was rectangular in shape and appeared to be made of granite, except for
panels set into it front and rear and each side, which were made out of a metal
which appeared to be gold.

"I yanked off the nest of wisteria as best I could.

"There were figures carved into this metal, Grecian figures who seemed to be
engaged in a funeral procession, and the procession appeared continuous
from panel to panel, enclosing the structure to which there was no back or
front or door.

"I must have circled it some ten times, running my hands over the figures,
touching the finely carved profiles and folds of garments, and realizing very
slowly that the figures were more Roman than Greek. I made this judgment
because the human beings were not idealized as the Greeks would have made
them but were in fact slender and particular people of several groups. At one
point it occurred to me that this was of pre-Raphaelite design, but I wasn't
sure of myself on that score.

"Let me say simply, the figures were classical, and the procession was
unending, and though some of the figures appeared to be weeping and others
tearing their hair, there was no corpse or bier.

"After I'd surveyed it carefully I began to try to open the thing. But it was no
luck. The gold panels --and by now I was convinced that they were gold --
seemed firmly fixed into the granite pillars that marked the four corners of
the structure, and the granite roof, peaked like those of so many New Orleans
tombs, was very securely in place.

"To make certain that the substance of the panels was gold I chose a place on
one of the panels very near the granite, and with the edge of my hunting knife



I scratched there and discovered that not only did no base metal show through
but that the gold itself was soft. Yes, it was gold. It was lots and lots of gold.

"I was totally baffled by this thing. It was august, it was beautiful, it was
quite literally monumental. But to whom had this monument been made?
Surely this wasn't Rebecca's tomb!

"Of course Mad Manfred had to be responsible for this thing. It befitted his
Byronic image of the builder of Blackwood Manor, his fancy, his munificent
dreams. Nobody else would come out here and make a gold tomb. Yet how
could it be Mad Manfred's mausoleum? How could his interment have been
achieved?

"My brain was crazy with questions.

"Mad Manfred had been past eighty when he made his Last Will and
Testament. I had seen the dated document. And at the time of his wild escape
from the sickroom to the landing he had been eighty-four.

"Who or what had awaited him on this island? And, of course, this tomb, if
that is what it was, had no name or date or any writing on it. How utterly
bizarre that one should make a mausoleum of solid gold and then leave it
unmarked.

"I decided to take my time before going up into the house. I walked around
the island. It wasn't very big. But over half of its banks were thoroughly
blocked by the largest cypress trees I had ever seen. Choked in between
where they could get the light were the wild tupelo gum and the black gum,
making an impassable barrier, and then to the right of where I'd come ashore
a mass of water oak and
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ironwood and the wisteria which I've already described.

"In fact, it was pretty evident that there was only a small place to come
ashore, and I had done it properly by dint of sheer luck. Unless some other
agency was involved.



"It was very still, except for the bees and a general pulsing drone that seemed
to rise from the swamp itself.

" 'Goblin,' I called, but he didn't answer me, and then I felt him brush past
me, soft as a cat against my neck, and I heard his voice in my mind:

" Bad, Quinn. Go home. They worry about you at home.
"The truth of that seemed very certain, but I had no intention of responding.

" 'What is this place, Goblin? Why did you say it was bad?' I asked. But he
gave me no answer, and then, after a pause, he told me again to go home. He
said, Aunt Queen has come home.

"I was powerfully intrigued by that statement. Goblin had never told me the
whereabouts of others. But I was by no means ready to go back!

"I sat down on the stairs. It was solid, which was no surprise to me since it
was built of cypress; the whole house was built of cypress, and cypress never
rots.

" '"Rebecca,' I asked aloud, 'are you here?' There came that dizziness again,
and, whereas I had been just a little afraid of it in the pirogue, I let myself slip
deeper into it now, closing my eyes and lying back and looking up at the
broken leafy light.

"There rose a wave of conversing voices, whispers, curses, a woman crying
again, Rebecca crying, Can't torture me like this, and then a man muttering
and saying, Damnable, and someone laughing. What did you expect of me!
asked a voice. But the surging, driving conversation broke with no further
clarification and washed away from me, leaving me almost sick.

"I felt a hatred for the voice that had spoken, the voice which had asked,
'What did you expect of me!" and it seemed a logical hate.

"I stood up and took a deep breath. I was sick. The damned heat had made me
sick. I was also getting bitten by mosquitoes, and that was making me feel
sick as well.



"I'd been too softened by staying indoors on hot days like this.

"I waited until my head cleared, and then I went up the stairs and through the
open doorway, the door itself having been pushed aside.

" 'Fearless squatters,' I thought, and, as I noted that the door contained a big
rectangle of leaded glass, glass that was clean, I was outraged. But I also had
the strong sense that no one else was in this house.

"As for the room before me, it was perfectly circular and its unbroken
surround of arched windows appeared to be bare of any covering at all. A
stairway to the far left led to the floor above, and to the far right was a big
heavily rusted iron fireplace, rectangular in shape with a rising chimney pipe
and open folding iron doors. It was chock-full of half-burnt wood and ashes.
The ashes were spilt out on the floor.

In the center of the room was the most surprising thing: a great marble desk
upon an iron frame and a Roman-style chair of leather and gold. The style I
mean here is what people today call a director's chair. But it's a style as old as
Rome.

"Of course I went immediately to this configuration of marvelous furniture,
and I discovered modern pens in a heavy gold cylinder, a nest of tall thick
candles all melted together on a gold plate and a casual heap of paperback
books.

"I fanned out the books and perused their covers. They ranged from what we
so arrogantly call popular fiction to books on anthropology, sociology and
modern philosophy. Camus, Sartre, de Sade, Kafka. There was a world atlas
and a dictionary and several picture dictionaries for children, and also a
pocket-size history of ancient Sumer.

"I checked the copyright dates in a few of these books. And I also glanced at
the prices. This
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was all recent, though most were now swollen and soft from the humidity of



the swamp.

"The wicks of the candles were black and the pool of wax that surrounded
them on the gold plate argued that they had been burnt down quite a ways.

"I was shocked and intrigued. I had a squatter who came here to read. I had a
squatter who warmed himself at a fireplace. And the gold chair, how
handsome it was, with its soft brown leather seat and back, and its crossed
legs, and its ornately carved arms. One little test with my knife assured me
that its simple frame was genuine gold. Same with the plate and cylinder
which held the pens.

" 'Same as the mausoleum outside,' I whispered. (I always talk out loud to
myself when I'm confused.) 'T have a squatter who likes gold.’

"And then there was the dark multicolored marble of the desk, and the simple
iron frame that bore the marble's weight.

"A squatter with taste, and intellectual interests! But how did he or she get
here, and what had this to do with the attacks of dizziness I had felt as I
proceeded? What had this to do with anything but trespassing, as far as I
knew?

"I gazed about me at the open windows. I saw the stains of rain on the floor. I
saw the flickering greenery. I felt faint again and batted at a mosquito that
was trying to drive me mad.

" 'Just because this character has taste doesn't mean he's not upstairs waiting
to kill you,' I reminded myself.

"Then, going to the interior stairs, I called out:

" 'Hello the house!’

"There was no sound above. I was convinced the place was deserted. If the
mysterious reader had been here the books would not have been so swollen.

"Nevertheless, I called out again, 'Hello, Tarquin Blackwood here," and I
went up slowly, listening for any sound from above.



"The second floor was much smaller and tighter than the first, but it was
made of the same firm planks, and light came in not only from the barren
arched windows but through the cupola above.

"But those details I scarcely noticed. Because this room was markedly
different from the one below it in that it contained a loathsome and hideous
sight.

"This was a set of rusted chains attached to the wall opposite the chimney,
chains which obviously had no other purpose than the chaining of a human
being. There were handcuffs and ankle cuffs on these chains, and beneath
these idle witnesses to some abomination there was a thick dark syrupy-
looking substance and the remnants of a human skull.

"I was disgusted beyond imagining. I was almost violently sick. I steadied
myself. I stared at the black residue, this seeming tar, and at the skull, and
then I made out what seemed like the disintegrating whitish powder of other
bones. There was also the evidence of rotting cloth in the morass, and
something glinting brightly though it was caught in the dark viscid tar.

"I felt a cold stubborn rage. Something unspeakable had happened here. And
the perpetrator was not on the premises, and hadn't been for several months,
but might at any moment return.

"I approached this tarlike substance. I knelt down beside it and I picked out
the glinting fragment and discovered it with no surprise to be one of the
earrings which Rebecca had worn when she came to me. Within seconds my
trembling fingers had found the mate. And there, in the nauseating substance,
was the cameo Rebecca had worn at her throat. I collected this too.

"I was paralyzed with excitement, but that didn't keep me from seeing that a
fifth chain, a chain quite separate from those which must have once bound
wrists and ankles, also dangled from the wall, and at the end of it was a hook.
This hook was caught in the dark filth, and the dark filth contained fragments
of fabric and fragments of hair.

"It was this fifth chain that horrified me more than anything else.



"Chills ran over me. My head was swimming and I suffered a loss of balance,
and a sense again
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of Rebecca speaking to me, Rebecca whispering to me, Rebecca crying; and
then her voice rose, distinct in the buzzing silence of the house: You can't do
it, you can't!

" 'Not Rebecca,' I whispered. But I knew that she had died here, I knew that
for a century her bones had moldered here, I knew that even now, before my
eyes, the tiny creatures of the swamp were eating at what was left of her --I
could see them at work in the ugly residue --and soon there would be nothing
at all.

"She had sent me here. I had a right to touch the skull, and as I did so it
disintegrated before my eyes. It was no more now than a heap of white
powder along with all the other bones. I should never have touched it! But it
was too late.

"Quite suddenly I flew into action. I stood up. I secured the earrings and the
brooch in my pocket. I pulled out my hunting knife --the kitchen knife was in
the pirogue --and I spun round to face the stairs. No one had come, that was
obvious, but at any moment someone might.

"And who were they, or who was he, I should say, who could sit at a desk
and read by the light of candles when such a horror existed on the floor
above?

"This had been a house of torture, this place, and surely it had been my great-
great-greatgrandfather Manfred who brought his victims here, I reasoned, and
here it was that Rebecca had met her end.

"Who was it now who knew these things and did nothing about them? Who
was it who had brought a fine marble desk here and a golden chair? Who was
it that was buried in that doorless mausoleum? The whole pattern was
overwhelming to me. I was shaking with sheer exhilaration. But I had to
determine certain things.



"I went to the windows and was amazed to discover how well I could see
over the swamp. And there, way far away, I saw Blackwood Manor very
distinctly on its raised lawn.

"Whoever lived in this place, whoever visited it, could spy upon the house if
he wanted to; he could see --among other things --my very windows and the
windows of the kitchen as well. If he had a telescope or binoculars, and I saw
neither one here, he could have studied us all very well.

"It was chilling to see this clear view of the house, but I used it to check my
compass. I had to get home and fast.

"The voices threatened again. The dizziness came over me. I reeled. The wild
cries of the birds seemed to mingle with Rebecca's voice. I was near to
fainting. But I had to resist this.

"I went down the steps, through the big room and down onto the island and
explored every inch of it that I could reach. Yes, the cypress trees had created
it and anchored it, and from the west and the north they were so thick that the
island itself must have been invisible. Only the eastern bank, where I had
come ashore, was the way of access.

"Regarding the strange structure of granite and gold, I couldn't discover
anything more about it, except that when I cut back the wisteria the graven
figures were as beautiful there as anywhere else. The worth of the gold must
have been staggering, I reasoned, but no one had ever stolen it; no one --it
seemed --had ever tried.

"But I was so hot now, so coated in sweat, so bitten up by the mosquitoes and
harassed by the lonesome cries of the birds and the way that they mingled
with the half-heard voices that I had to get out of here. I had to get safe.

"I jumped into the pirogue, caught up the pole, pushed off the bank and
headed for home."
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"JASMINE WAS WAITING for me at the landing, in a perfect fit over the
fact that I hadn't told anyone where I was going, and she was losing her mind
with worry; and even Patsy was here and Patsy was worrying because Patsy
had had a dream that I was in danger and she had driven in from New
Orleans just to see if I was all right.

" 'Aunt Queen's here, isn't she?' I asked impatiently as I made my way to the
kitchen with her.

'And as for Patsy coming in from New Orleans, it's probably because she
needs money, and we'll be in for a big argument tonight. But I don't have
time for this. I have to tell you what I found out there. We have to call the
sheriff right away.’

" "The sheriff? For what!" Jasmine demanded. 'And yes, your Aunt Queen is
here. She arrived about an hour ago, and nobody could find you, and the
pirogue was gone," and so forth and so on for a straight three minutes.

"No sooner had she stopped her harangue than Aunt Queen appeared, and she
threw her arms around me, dirty though I was from the swamp. She was her
usual elegant self, right to the perfect curls of her white hair and her soft
green silk dress. With Aunt Queen, it's silk or silk, that's about the extent of
it, and I can't think of embracing her without thinking of silk.

"Patsy also came into the kitchen and sat down opposite me as I settled at the
table, with Aunt Queen taking the chair to the right of me and Jasmine
putting a beer down in front of me and then sitting to my left.

"I pulled off my dirty garden gloves and drank half the beer in one swallow,
and Jasmine shook her head but got up to get me another.

" 'What is this about the sheriff?" Aunt Queen asked. 'Why do you want the
sheriff?’

"I laid out the earrings and the brooch, and I told them all about everything I
had seen. I told them about the skull just disintegrating, but that I knew the
sheriff could get the DNA from the white powder left of it to prove it was
Rebecca's, and that for a DNA match there was hair in the brush that Rebecca



had used, upstairs in the trunk that bore her name. There was hair in her comb
too.

"Aunt Queen looked at Jasmine and Jasmine shook her head.

" "You think the sheriff of Ruby River Parish is going to run DNA tests on a
pile of white powder!' Jasmine declared. "You're going to tell this cockamamy
story to the sheriff of Ruby River Parish? You, Tarquin Blackwood,
dedicated buddy of Goblin, your spirit duplicate? You're going to call the
sheriff? I don't want to be in this kitchen when that conversation takes place.’

" 'Listen to me,' I insisted. 'This woman was murdered. There's no statute of
limitations on murder, and --’

"When Aunt Queen spoke, she was very soft and reasonable-sounding.
'Quinn, my darling, I don't think the sheriff will believe this story. And I don't
think he will send anyone into the thick of the swamp.’

"'All right,' I said, 'I see. No one cares about this. No one believes it.’

" Tt isn't that I don't believe it,' said Aunt Queen, 'it's that I don't think the
outside world will believe it.’

" 'Yeah, that's it,' chimed in Patsy. "The outside world is going to think you're
a crackpot, Tarquin, if they don't already from all these years of your talking
about that damned spook. Tarquin, the more you carry on about this, the
crazier everybody thinks you are.’

"At some point while all this was going on --my valiant struggle to get them
to believe and investigate and their pleading with me not to make a fool of
myself --Pops walked in and I reiterated the whole story for him.

"He sat at the corner of the table listening with his dull eyes, and then said
under his breath that
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he'd go back there to this island with me if I wanted, and when I said I did
want this, that it was exactly what I wanted, he seemed surprised.



"All the while, Goblin stood over by the sink listening to this conversation
and looking from one to another of the crowd at the table as this or that one
spoke. Then he came over and started pulling on my right shoulder.

"I said, 'Goblin, get away, I've got no time for you now.' And with a profound
will I pushed at him mentally, and to my amazement he was gone.

"Then Patsy imitated my voice and what I'd just said, making fun of me, and
gave a low sneering laugh. 'Goblin, get away,' she repeated, 'and now you're
telling us there's a marble table out there and a gold chair.’

"I fired back at her that those details were of the least importance and then I
positively demanded to see the sheriff and tell him what I had seen.

"Pops said No, not until he'd gone out there with me, and that if this woman
had been rotting for over a hundred years a day or two wouldn't matter now.

" 'But somebody's living there, Pops,' I said. 'Somebody who must know
these chains are up there and must have seen the skull! We have a dangerous
situation here.’

"Patsy snickered. 'It's a damned good thing that you believe yourself, Quinn,
because nobody else does. You've been crazy since you were born.’

"Aunt Queen did not look at her. It struck me for the first time in my life that
Aunt Queen didn't like Patsy any more than Pops did.

" 'So what was your dream, Patsy?' I asked, trying not to bristle at her insults.
'Jasmine told me you came home today because you had a dream.’

" 'Oh, it can't compare to your story, she said ironically and coldly, her blue
eyes hard as glass.

'T just woke up all scared for you. There was somebody who was going to
hurt you, and Blackwood Manor was burning, and this group of people --they
had you and they were going to hurt you, and Virginia Lee was in the dream
and she told me, "Patsy, get him away." She was real clear, she was sitting
with her embroidery, and you know all the embroidery we still have that she



did, and there she was in the dream, embroidering, and she put it aside and
told me what I just said. It's all fading now. But Blackwood Manor was on
fire. I woke up scared.’

"I looked at Pops and Jasmine. They hadn't told her anything about Rebecca
or the oil-lamp scare, I knew by their faces. I looked up at Goblin, who was
standing in the corner to my far left, and Goblin was looking at Patsy, and he
seemed thoughtful if not a little scared himself.

"At this point, Aunt Queen called for the end of the Kitchen Committee
Confab. We did have guests coming in, supper had to be prepared, Lolly and
Big Ramona were waiting for us to clear out, and Aunt Queen wanted to talk
to me later in her room. We'd eat supper in there, just the two of us.

"Nobody was calling the sheriff until Pops had gone to the island with me.
And Pops said he wasn't feeling very good, he had to go lie down. The heat
was bad and he'd been working on the flower patches in the full sun; he didn't
feel good at all.

"I insisted on placing the earrings and brooch in a plastic bag so that any
residue of tissue clinging to them could be analyzed, and then I went up to
my room to shower, realizing I was starving to death.

"It was maybe six o'clock when I sat down to supper with Aunt Queen. Her
room had just been redone in golden yellow taffeta, and we were at the small
round table against the back windows of the house at which she frequently
took her meals.

"We devoured one of her favorite dishes --scrambled eggs with caviar and
sour cream, along with her favorite champagne.

"She was wearing silver spike heels and a loose-fitting silk-and-lace dress.
She had a cameo at her throat, centered perfectly on her collar --Jasmine must
have helped her --and we had the earrings
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and the cameo brooch from the island with us.



"The brooch was 'Rebecca at the Well,' the earrings were tiny heads, as is
usually the case with small cameos.

"I began by telling her all about Rebecca's trunk in the attic, and then
Rebecca's ghost and what had happened, and then I went over again
everything that was on the island and how perfectly strange it was out there,
and that there was clear evidence of murder on the second floor of the house.

" 'All right,’ she said. "You've heard many a story of Manfred, and you know
now that after Virginia Lee died and left him a widower he was considered a
madman in these parts.’

"I nodded for her to go on. I also took note that Goblin was right behind her,
some distance from her, just watching me with a kind of abstracted
expression on his face. He was also leaning against the wall kind of casually,
and something about that struck a bad note with me --that he would present
such an image of comfort, but my mind was really not on Goblin but on
Rebecca and Aunt Queen.

"Aunt Queen went on with her tale.

" 'But what you don't know,' she said, 'is that Manfred brought women here to
Blackwood Manor, always claiming they were governesses for William and
Camille, when in fact they were nothing more than playthings for him --
starry-eyed Irish girls he got from Storyville, the red-light district in New
Orleans --whom he kept for as long as it suited his purposes, and then from
the picture they were abruptly erased.’

" 'God, you're telling me he killed more than one of them?' I asked.

" 'I don't know that he did any such thing,' said Aunt Queen. She went on. 'It's
your story about this island that has put it in my mind that perhaps he did
murder them. But no one knew what became of them, and it was an easy
thing to get rid of a poor Irish girl in those days. You simply dropped her
down in the middle of New Orleans. What more need be done?’

" 'But Rebecca, did you hear tell of Rebecca?’



" "Yes, indeed, I did,’ said Aunt Queen. '"You know I did. I heard plenty tell of
her. And I'm telling you now. Now let me go on in my fashion. Some of these
Irish girls were kind to little William and Camille, but in the main they didn't
bother with them one way or another, and so they don't come down to us with
any names or faces, or even mysterious trunks in the attic, though that would
have been a significant clue.’

" 'No, there were no other suspicious trunks in the attic,' I interjected. 'But
there are clothes, heaps of old clothes, clothes museums would pay for, I
think. But only Rebecca's trunk.’

" 'Slow down and let me talk,’ Aunt Queen said with a little graceful
exasperation. 'Quinn, you're overexcited and it's a marvelous thing to see,' she
said, smiling, 'but let me talk.’

"And talk she did.

" 'Now, while all of that was going on,' she said, 'Manfred was up to his
famous tricks of riding his black gelding over the land, and disappearing into
the swamp for weeks at a time.

" "Then came Rebecca. Now Rebecca was not only more beautiful than the
other women, she was also very refined and passed herself off for a lady with
a gracious manner, which won everyone over to her side.

" 'But one night when Manfred was off in the swamps she got to cursing
Manfred for his absence, and in the kitchen she got drunk on brandy with Ora
Lee --that was Jasmine's great-greatgrandmother --and she told Ora Lee her
story, of how she, Rebecca, had been born in the Irish Channel in New
Orleans and was as "common as dirt," as she put it, in a world "as narrow as
the gutter," she declared, one of thirteen children, and how she had gotten
raped in a Garden District mansion where she'd been working as a maid, and
the whole Irish neighborhood knew about it, and when her family wanted her
to go into the convent on account of it she went downtown to Storyville,
instead, and they took her into a house of prostitution as she had hoped. Now,
Rebecca was pregnant from the rape, but
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whether she lost the child or got rid of it, this part was unclear.

" "To Ora Lee, she said flat out that being in an elegant and fine house in
Storyville, with the piano always playing and the gentlemen being so
gracious, was far superior to being at home in a miserable shotgun house at
St. Thomas and Washington by the river where her Irish father and her
German grandmother used to beat her and her brothers and sisters with a
strap.

" 'But Rebecca did not want to end her upward climb in Storyville, so she
started to put on the airs of a lady and use what she knew of manners to make
herself more refined. She also loved to do embroidery and crocheting, which
had been beaten into her at home, and used her sewing abilities to make
herself fine clothes.

" 'Wait a minute,' I interrupted her. 'Didn't Patsy say something about the
embroidery in her dream, that Virginia Lee was embroidering? That's
important. And you should see the embroidered things upstairs in that trunk.
Yes, she knew embroidery, Rebecca --they're confused in Patsy's dream, but
you know about the oil lamps and what I almost did.’

" 'T do know, of course I know,' said Aunt Queen. "Why do you think I came
home? But you need knowledge to arm you against this cozy lovemaking
ghost. So listen to what the story was.

" "The other prostitutes in the house in Storyville laughed at Rebecca, and
they called her the Countess, but she knew that sooner or later a man would
come who would see her attributes and take her out of that place. She sat
right in the room where the women congregated for the man to make his
choice, and she embroidered as if she was a great lady, and gave each
gentleman her lovely smile.

" 'Well, Manfred Blackwood was the man of her dreams, and the tale came
down in Jasmine's family that he had actually and truly loved Rebecca much
in the same way that he had loved Virginia Lee. Indeed it was Rebecca, petite
Rebecca with her brilliant smile and charming ways that finally took his mind
off the grief.



" 'He was obsessed with giving her jewelry, and she loved it, and she was
gracious and sweet to him and even sang old songs to him, which she had
learned growing up.

" 'Of course, in her first weeks here she was all honey and spice to little
William and Camille, but they didn't fall for it, or so the story says, just
waiting for her to disappear like all the rest.

" '"Then Manfred and Rebecca went to Europe for a year, the two of them, and
it was rumored they spent a very long time in Naples, because Rebecca loved
it so, and they even had a villa for a while on the famous Amalfi coast. If you
saw that coast, and you will someday, Quinn, you'll understand that it is one
of the most beautiful places on earth.

" 'Imagine it, this poor girl from the Irish Channel in the dreamland of
southern Italy, and think what it meant. It was there that Rebecca cultivated a
love of cameos, apparently, as she had quite a collection when she returned,
and it was then that she showed them off to Ora Lee and Jerome and their
niece, Pepper, explaining all about "Rebecca at the Well," the theme that was
named for her, she exclaimed --poor creature. And ever after that she wore a
cameo at her neck and earrings such as those you've found out there.

" 'Now, speaking of out there --right after their return from Naples Manfred
took to spending more time in the swamps than ever before. And within
months there came all the workmen from New Orleans and the deliveries of
lumber and metal and all manner of things to make the notorious Hermitage
on Sugar Devil Island --this place you've now seen with your own eyes.

" 'But as you know, Manfred paid off the hirelings when the secret place was
completed, and he took to spending weeks out there, leaving Rebecca at
home to fret and cry and pace the floor while my poor father --William --
watched the woman change from pretty girl to banshee, as he put it to me
later on.

" '"Meanwhile, it had become the scandal of the parish that Manfred kept
Rebecca in his own bedroom --and that was your room, Quinn, the room with
the front parlor to it; it became your room as soon as you were born. Pops, as
you know, wants the back room upstairs so he can see out the back
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windows and keep an eye on the shed and the garages and the men and the
cars and all that. So you inherited that front room.

" 'But I digress, and it will probably happen more than once. Now, let me see.
We left Rebecca, with a cameo at her neck, in her fancy clothes, pacing the
floor up there crying and murmuring for Manfred, who was gone for as long,
sometimes, as two weeks.

" 'And, happy with his new retreat, he often took expensive provisions with
him, while at other times he said he would hunt for what he ate.

" 'Now, it couldn't have been a worse time for her to do it, but Rebecca
wanted Manfred to marry her --make her an honest woman as they used to
say in those days, you know --and she told everyone that he would. She even
got the priest up here to accost him on one of his rare visits home and talk to
him about it, how he ought to do it, and how Rebecca was a proper wife for
Manfred no matter what her past.

" 'But you know, Quinn, in those days, what man was going to marry a
prostitute from Storyville with whom he'd been living for over two years?
Bringing the priest proved a terrible mistake, as Manfred was ashamed and
annoyed. And the rumor spread that Manfred beat Rebecca for doing it, and
Ora Lee had to interfere to make him stop.

" 'Somehow or other they made it up, and Manfred went back out into the
swamp. Thereafter, when he came back from these forays into the depths of
the bog he often had gifts not only for Rebecca, to whom he gave lovely
cameos, but gifts of pearls and diamonds for Camille, and even fine stickpins
and cuff links with diamonds for William to wear.’

" 'So he was meeting someone out there in the swamp,' I said. 'He had to be.
How else could he come back with gifts?’

" 'Precisely, he was meeting someone. And his absences from the house grew
longer and longer, and his conduct at home reclusive and peculiar, and when
he was gone, William (my father) and Camille suffered downright meanness



and heavy abuse from Rebecca, who grew to hate them for what they were
part of a family to which she did not legally belong.

" 'Imagine it, the poor children, now adolescents, at the pure mercy of this
young stepmother, all left alone in this house with only the colored servants,
the devoted and loving Jerome and Ora Lee and their niece, Pepper, trying to
interfere.

" 'Rebecca would pyroot through their rooms whenever she wanted, and then
came the incident of her finding Camille's poetry in a leather-bound book,
and reciting the poems at dinner to taunt poor Camille, wounding Camille all
but mortally so that Camille threw a hot bowl of soup in Rebecca's face.’

" 'T have Camille's book,' I told Aunt Queen. 'I found it in Rebecca's trunk.
But why didn't someone else find it when the trunk was packed? Why were

there cameos in the trunk? I know everything was thrown in there but still --
?’

" 'Because the woman disappeared under violent circumstances, and it was
Manfred who grabbed up her things and heaved them into the trunk. And
besides, the old madman had been absent when the affair of the poetry took
place, and who knew how much he knew? He didn't see the book, or care
about it, that's plain enough, and he didn't bother to save the cameos you
found in the trunk, either, though he did save five cameos as I'll explain.’

" 'How did Rebecca disappear? What were the violent circumstances?' I
pushed.

" 'She tried to set fire to this house.’
"'Ah, of course.’
" 'She did it with the oil lamps.’

"I gasped. 'So that's why everybody believed me!' I said. 'Jasmine and Lolly
and Pops. They knew the story of what Rebecca had done in the past.’

"Aunt Queen nodded. 'Rebecca set the lamps on the windowsills of the front



rooms. She had a
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blaze started in four places when Ora Lee and Jerome caught her in the act,
and Jerome struck her and shouted for the farmhands to come in and put out
the fire. Now you know what a risk that was for Jerome, a black man, to haul
off and slap a white woman in those days, but this crazy Rebecca was trying
to burn down this house.

" 'The gossip was that Jerome knocked her unconscious. And that she had
almost succeeded in her mad designs, the fire really blazing before they
caught it, and the repairs costing a mint.

" 'Now, imagine what a danger fire was in those times, Quinn. We didn't have
the pumps on the banks of the swamp in those days, Quinn, we didn't have
the water out here from town. This house could have really gone up. But it
didn't. Blackwood Manor was saved.

" 'Of course Jerome kept Rebecca under close watch in the room without
candles or lamps until Manfred came back from the swamp.

" "You can imagine the tension, Quinn, with Jerome, a black man, taking on
this responsibility, and Rebecca being locked up there in the dark, calling him
a "nigger" and threatening to have him lynched and every other thing she
could think of through the door. There were lynchings in those days, too.
They didn't happen hereabouts that I know of, but they happened.

" 'The Irish poor were never great lovers of the black man, I can tell you,
Quinn, and the threats Rebecca made, to bring her kin up here from New

Orleans, were enough to scare Jerome and Ora Lee and Pepper and all their
folks.

" 'But they couldn't let her out, and they wouldn't let her out, so scream and
rant in the dark she did.

" 'Well finally Manfred came back, and when he saw the damage and the
extent of the repairs, when he realized that the house had almost been lost, he



went wild.

" 'He grabbed Rebecca up off the bed where she'd been moaning and crying,
and he beat her with his hands and his fists. He slapped her back and forth
and punched her until Jerome and Ora Lee screamed to make him stop.

" 'Jerome wasn't strong enough to hold Manfred, and he didn't dare hit him,
but Ora Lee stopped the brawl simply by screaming over and over so that all
the colored and white staff came flooding into the house and up into the
room.

" 'Rebecca, being surely one of the most unwise human beings that ever
lived, was roaring that Manfred had promised to marry her, that she would be
his wife or die here, that she would never leave. Jasmine's family were all
sort of holding her and reaching out to Manfred to please not hit her anymore.

" 'In his raging temper, Manfred sent for her trunk, and it was he, the man
himself, who shoved every blessed thing that belonged to her into it,
higgledy-piggledy, and told the men to drive her to the edge of the property
and throw her off it with all that was hers. He threw fistsful of money at her,
raining it down on her where she lay on the floor in a daze.

" 'But the wicked and unwise girl rose up and ran to him and wouldn't let go,
screaming,

"Manfred, I love you. Manfred, I can't live without you, Manfred, I won't live
without you. Manfred, remember Naples." (Everyone remembered that
"Remember Naples." ) "Manfred, remember, Manfred, I'm your Rebecca at
the Well, come out to be your bride. Look at the cameo at my neck, Manfred.
Manfred, I've come to the well to be your bride."

" 'And it was then that he dragged her down the steps, out the doorway,
across the lawn and past the cemetery to the landing, where he flung her into
the pirogue and pushed away from the bank. When she tried to get up off the
floor of the pirogue, he kicked her and she fell back.

" "That was the last anybody saw of Rebecca Stanford alive or dead.



" "Two weeks later --a fortnight as they called it in those days --Manfred
came home. When he saw Rebecca's trunk in the middle of the room he was
angry, and told Jerome to put it upstairs.

" 'Later, Ora Lee discovered a velvet box in the top drawer of Rebecca's
bureau, and in it several cameos along with a note in Rebecca's hand. It said
"First cameos given to me by Manfred. Naples."
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And the date. Now, Ora Lee kept these cameos for at least a year, not wanting
them thrown away, as they were very pretty, and then she gave them to
Manfred, who tried to give them to Camille.

" 'Now, Camille had not gotten over her hatred of Rebecca and frankly never
did. She wouldn't touch the cameos, but Manfred kept them, and now and
then he was seen taking them out and looking at them and mumbling to
himself.

" 'When my father married my mother, Manfred offered her the cameos, but
my father wouldn't let her take them because he remembered Rebecca with so
much hatred, too.

" "Then, when I was a little girl, Manfred gave the cameos to me. I was ten
years old. The Old Man said strange things to me. Wild things, things I didn't
understand.’

"--And here, Aunt Queen told me the story that she repeated to both of us
tonight, of Manfred's wild ravings, only in that first telling, when I was a boy
of eighteen, she included less detail --.

" 'T had no temerity about keeping the cameos,' she declared. 'T had never
even heard the story of Rebecca, and wouldn't for many years.

" 'T had already begun collecting cameos by that time, and had a score of
them when I finally told my father how Manfred had given me my first few.
But it wasn't my father who told me the story of Rebecca. It was Ora Lee who
told me --you know, it was kitchen-table talk --and to tell the truth, Ora Lee



had felt a liking for Rebecca, an understanding of the poor Irish girl who had
wanted to better herself, a girl who was afraid of her own vicious Irish father
and German-Irish mother, a girl who had reached the faraway coast of Italy
with Manfred, where Manfred at a candlelight dinner had pinned the first
cameo of "Rebecca at the Well" to Rebecca's lace blouse himself.

" 'And, Ora Lee insisted, Rebecca hadn't started out being mean to the
children, or mean to anybody; it was what came as the result of her
dissatisfaction over time. It was what came of Manfred's downright
meanness.

"'And as Ora Lee put it, in old age she was more able to understand Rebecca,
and make no mistake, Quinn, Ora Lee thought Rebecca was murdered out
there --you can be sure of it --but the point I was making was that in old age,
Ora Lee was more forgiving of Rebecca and what she had done, though she
couldn't forgive Rebecca's meanness to Camille.

" 'Even as Ora Lee told me these things, she begged me never to mention
Rebecca's name to my father or to my Aunt Camille.

"' "Your Aunt Camille was done in by those days," Ora Lee told me. "That
poor child was always morbid, but she went deep into her shell and never
came out anymore."

" "To return to the history of your illustrious ancestor," Aunt Queen went on, 'l
didn't need Ora Lee to tell me that he had kept bringing his Irish girls to the
house and keeping them in the front bedroom upstairs for many a year. I was
a girl of twenty or so when my mother told me all about it --how just after my
birth my father had begged the Old Man to please stop his bad behavior on
account of his grandbaby coming into the world.

" 'The Old Man had cursed and fussed and slammed his fist down on the
dining table so hard as to rattle the silver, but he agreed. For a daughter-in-
law he hadn't bothered, but for a grandbaby, well, he would, and so he
removed himself from the big upstairs best bedroom, in which you now
reside, my blessed nephew, and he took this bedroom here on the back of the
house. And even during my early years --before I was too young to remember
--he slipped his women in by the back door.



" "The changing of the room had a great significance for everyone. The priest
of those days, Fr. Flarety, stopped calling on Manfred for his wicked ways,
and by the time I was ten, by the time the Old Man gave me the cameos, he
was pretty much just a pitiful slobbering old creature, raving at the empty air
and trying to hail with his cane anyone who chanced to pass the door.

" 'My mother became the official lady of Blackwood Manor because Aunt
Camille was a wounded being who could never take such a place.

" 'And as for the trunk, well, I suppose I forgot about it, and it just became
one of many up
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there, full of uninteresting clothes. Oh, of course, I always meant to go and
explore the attic, but thinking it a monumental chore to put a lot of chaos in
order I never bothered, and neither has anyone else.

" 'And now, Quinn, you know more about what happened to Rebecca
Stanford than anyone living, even me. Her ghost is a danger to you, Quinn,
and to everyone around you.’

" 'Oh, but I don't know,' I answered. 'I found those chains out there, Aunt
Queen. Rusted chains. But I don't really know what happened to her!’

Quinn, the important thing is you don't call up this ghost again!’
" 'But I never really called her in the first place.’

" "Yes, you did, Quinn. Not only did you find her things, you wanted to know
her story.’

" 'Aunt Queen, if that's how I called her up, then why didn't she appear to you
years ago when Ora Lee told you about her? Why didn't she appear to you
when you were a little girl and Manfred gave you the cameos?’

"'l don't have your gift for seeing ghosts, Quinn,' she came back fast. T've
never seen a ghost, and you've seen plenty of them.’



"I sensed a hesitancy in her, a sudden sharp introspection. And I thought I
knew what it was.

""You've seen Goblin, haven't you, Aunt Queen?' I asked her.

"And as I said these words, Goblin came and crouched down at the arm of
her chair and peered at her. He was extremely vivid and solid. I was shocked
by his proximity to her, and I loathed it, but she was definitely looking at
him.

" 'Back off, Goblin!" I said crossly, and he at once obeyed, very sad and
nonplussed to have made me so short with him. He withdrew, throwing
beseeching looks at me, and then he vanished.

" 'What did you just see?' Aunt Queen asked me.

" 'What I always see,' I responded. "My double. He's wearing my jeans, just as
neat and pressed, and he's wearing a polo shirt same as me and he looks
exactly like me.’

"She sat back, drinking her champagne slowly.
" "'What did you see, Aunt Queen?' I threw the question back at her.

" 'T see something, Quinn, but it's not like what you see. I see an agitation in
the air; it's like the movement or the turbulence that rises above a hot road in
front of one's car in the middle of summer. I see that and sometimes there's a
vague shape to it, a human shape, a shape of your size, always. The whole
apparition is no more than, perhaps, a second. And what's left is a feeling that
something is lingering, that something unseen is there.’

"For the first time in my life, I was angry with Aunt Queen. "Why did you
never tell me this!" I demanded. 'How could you go year in and year out and
not tell me that you saw that much of Goblin, that you knew --." I was too out
of sorts to go on.

" 'That's about the extent of what I see." She went on as though I weren't
frothing at the mouth,



'and I don't, by any means, see it very often. Only now and then when your
spirit wants me to see him, I suspect.’

"I was not only angry --fit to be tied --1 was amazed. I had been in a constant
state of amazement since Rebecca appeared to me, reeling from one
revelation after another, and now this, to discover that all these years Aunt
Queen had been seeing Goblin.

" 'Is there anything else?' I asked with a hint of sarcasm, 'that you can confide
at this time?’

m

Quinn," she said gravely, 'it's perhaps ridiculous of me to say that I've
always done what I thought best for you. I've never denied the existence of
Goblin. The path I chose was more careful and deliberate than that. It was not
to ratify Goblin, not to reinforce him, one might say, because I've never
known whether Goblin was a good creature or bad. But as we are laying it all
out on the table, let me tell you that Big Ramona can see of Goblin about as
much as I can --a turbulence in the air. No more, no less. And Jasmine can
see that much too.’
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"I was floored. I felt quite alone. My closest kith and kin had lied to me, as I
saw it, and I wished with all my heart that Lynelle had not died. I prayed that
somehow the spirit of Lynelle could come to me --since I possessed such a
knack for ghosts and spirits --and I swore under my breath and to myself
alone that I knew Lynelle could tell me what to make of all that had
transpired.

" 'Beloved nephew," Aunt Queen said --an expression she would use a lot as I
got older, and she said it now with sweet formality and intimate devotion --
'beloved nephew, you have to realize that I take your powers very seriously
and always have. But I've never known if they were a good thing.’

"A sudden revelation came to me, a certainty based upon what she had said,
if not everything else, that my powers weren't for good. I told her in a half
whisper, the only manly voice I could manage, about the twilight panic, the
thoughts of taking Pops' gun and putting an end to my life, and I told her



about how on the afternoon of Rebecca's coming to me I had sat on the front
steps, watching that golden light go down and saying to the powers that be,
Please deliver me from this, please anything but this. I didn't remember my
prayer. I don't remember it now. Perhaps I gave her a more nearly accurate
version. I don't know.

"There came a tender silence, and when I looked up I saw the tears on her
cheeks. Beyond her, by the post of her bed, stood Goblin, vivid once more,
and he too was weeping and reaching out to me, as if he would like to cradle
my head in his left hand.

" 'Go away, Goblin!" I said sharply. 'I don't want you here now! Leave me. Go
find Lynelle for me! Travel the spirit winds for me, but get away.’

"He flashed brilliant, at his most detailed, his most shining, and his face was
full of hurt and insult and pouting lip, and then, snap, no more.

" 'If he's still in this room, I don't know it,' I confessed to Aunt Queen. 'And
as for Rebecca, I have to find justice for her. I have to discover, if I can, what
they did to her in that house.’

"Aunt Queen wiped her blue eyes with her napkin, and I felt more than a
twinge of guilt that I had made her cry. I loved her, suddenly, no matter what
she said or did, and I needed her and was so miserable at having been angry
with her that I got up, came around, went down on my knees and embraced
her and held her fragile form for some seconds in utter quiet.

"Then I looked at her shimmering, ankle-strap spike-heel shoes, and I
laughed and I kissed her insteps. I kissed her toes. I gave her right foot an
affectionate squeeze with my left hand.

" 'Tarquin Blackwood, you're certifiably insane, cease and desist,’ she
declared. 'Now sit down like a good boy, and pour me another glass of
champagne.’

"We had finished one bottle, so I opened another, with the aplomb of a boy
who has for years assisted in an elegant bed-and-breakfast hotel, and poured
the foaming wine into her tulip glass.



"Of course she then poured out to me her horror at my having thoughts of
putting a gun to my head, and I swore to her I would never do it, only think
about it, not as long as she lived and Pops lived and Jasmine lived and Big
Ramona lived and Lolly lived; and then I rattled off the names of all the
farmhands and Shed Men, and I was being perfectly and convincingly
sincere.

" 'But you see, what I'm trying to say to you,' I went on, now that we were
both calmer and obviously a little drunker, 'is that spirits and ghosts must
come from somewhere, and mine was a blasphemous prayer or a dangerous
one and out of the darkness Rebecca came.’

" 'Now you're talking sense, my dear boy,' she responded.

" 'Of course, I know that, Aunt Queen. I've always known it. I'll never forget
that she urged me to light the lamps. I'll never be her pawn again. It can't
happen. I'm too wary, too in control of it when I see these creatures, I swear
it, but I do have to find out what they did to her, and she alone can tell me,
and that will be where she's strongest --on Sugar Devil Island in that strange
house.’

" "To which you will not go, Tarquin, unless Pops goes with you! Do you
understand?’

"I didn't respond, then I spoke my mind: 'It's not good for Pops to go out in
the swamp right now. Pops isn't himself. Pops isn't hale and hearty; Pops
hasn't been eating for days, and the heat out
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there, and the mosquitoes --no, I can't take Pops --.’
" "'Who then, Tarquin? For as God is my witness, you shall not go alone.’

" 'Aunt Queen,' I said, 'nothing's going to stop me from going out there in the
morning. I'd go now, if it wasn't pitch-dark.’

"She leaned across the table. "Tarquin, I forbid it," she said. 'Need I remind



you that you've described a mausoleum made of gold, and signs of habitation
in the Hermitage --a desk and a golden chair! Somebody's using the island.
And why, pray tell, if this tomb is made of gold --.’

"'T don't know all the answers, but I have to go back out there, and don't you
see, I have to have the freedom to invoke this ghost, and to let her speak to
me --.’

" 'A ghost that seduced you! A ghost that used her charm and sensuality so
palpably that you actually lost your virginity with her? Is this what I'm
hearing --and you mean to invoke her?’

" 'T have to go, Aunt Queen, and frankly, I think you know that if you were
me, you would.’

" 'T'd speak to Fr. Kevin first, that's what I'd do and that's what I want you to
do. Now, we'll call Father in the morning.’

" 'Father!" I scoffed. 'He just said his first Mass. He's a kid!”

"And I was exaggerating but I was right that Fr. Kevin Mayfair was young,
meaning around thirty-five or so, and though I liked him enormously, I didn't
think of him with the same respect I felt for the old gray-haired priests of the
pre-Vatican II days who said Mass with so much more flair.

"She rose from the table in such a little huff that she knocked over her chair
backwards and then went striding in her dazzling high heels to her dressing
table where she rummaged through her top drawer.

"Then she turned and I saw a rosary swinging in the light. "This isn't blessed,
but it will have to do for now,' she said. 'I want you to put this around your
neck, under your shirt, over your shirt, on your bare chest, I don't care, but
you're to wear it from now on.’

"I didn't bother to put up a fight. The rosary was small with perfectly round
gold beads, and I didn't mind having it, though it did disappear under my
shirt.



" 'Aunt Queen,' I went on, 'Fr. Kevin isn't going to believe all this about
Rebecca and her ghost any more than the sheriff will believe it. So why
should we call him? After Mass he always laughs when he asks me about
Goblin. I think he's seen me speaking to Goblin in church. No, I know I don't
want to talk to Fr. Kevin. Just forget about that.’

"Aunt Queen was in no mood to give up. She'd told me that first thing in the
morning she was heading for her favorite goldsmith in the French Quarter to
get a gold crucifix on a chain for me, and then she'd head for the rectory at St.
Mary's Assumption Church to have Fr. Kevin bless the crucifix, and then she
would discuss the entire matter with Fr. Kevin and find out what he thought.

" 'And meantime,' she asked, 'what do we do about these earrings and this
cameo brooch?’

" 'We're to save them. We have to. The DNA in this tissue can't be that
degraded. We have to find out if she was the one who really died out there.
That's what Rebecca wants of me; she wants recognition; she wants to be
known.’

" 'And she wanted you to burn down this house, Quinn.’

" 'She'll never persuade me to do anything like that again,' I insisted. 'T'm wise
to her.’

" 'But you care about what she wants,' said Aunt Queen, her tongue just a
little bit thick from the champagne.

" 'It's justice, Aunt Queen,' I said. 'It's justice that I, a descendant of Manfred,
have to carry out. Maybe it won't amount to much --say, just putting her
cameos into the case in the living room with a special card explaining they
belonged to a famous love of Manfred Blackwood. Maybe that will allow her
spirit to rest. But for now, don't worry anymore about me. I'll do what I have
to do, and I'll do what's best.’

"By that time I had pushed her past all patience, and after two more glasses of
champagne I was
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humoring her, concealing my silent secret schemes.

"I loved her. I love her totally now. But I knew, knew for the first time that I
had to deceive her, had in some way to protect her from protecting me.

"Of course I was going out to the island, and of course I was going to invoke
Rebecca, but just how and when I wasn't so sure."

13

"I WOKE UP very early, dressed in my hunting jeans and vest, and while Big
Ramona still slept I sat down at my computer and wrote a letter to this
strange invader of Sugar Devil Island, which went, sort of, as follows:

Dear Trespasser,

This communication is from Tarquin Blackwood and is to notify you that my
family owns this island and this house, and that you must take your books
and your furnishings and leave these premises without further delay.

The family has plans for this island and will be proceeding just as soon as
you have vacated the Hermitage.

If you have any need to communicate with me, I reside at Blackwood Manor,
and will be more than happy to talk with you by letter, by fax, or by phone, or
in person --howsoever you desire, Yours sincerely,

Tarquin Blackwood,
better known as Quinn

"Then, after supplying the relevant numbers for fax and phone, I hit the print
button and, making four copies of the eviction notice, signed all of them and
folded them and put them into my inside fishing-vest pocket.

"Then, I crept into Pops' room, and, not finding him thereabouts --he had
probably gotten up at five a.m. and was already at work in the flower beds --I



took his thirty-eight pistol, made sure it was loaded, put that into my pocket
and then, stopping quickly in the kitchen pantry, got a card of thumbtacks,
which were always in there, you know, for the family bulletin board, and I
headed to the pier.

"Let me add that I also had my rifle, my hunting knife and the kitchen knife,
and I thought I was completely ready until I found Jasmine in her bare feet
down at the landing by the pirogue, smoking a cigarette.

" 'All right, you crazy boy, I know where you're going, and your Pops says to
let you alone. So I put that cooler of drinks for you in the boat. And there's a
couple of sandwiches in there too, wrapped in foil.’

"'Oh, I love you for that,' I said, and I kissed her, feeling an awareness of her
as a woman suddenly, a thing which caught my brain rather like a power
surge, and most definitely a surprise. I'll never forget it, the way that kiss
ignited something. And I think I very boastfully squeezed her arm.

"Whatever, I don't think it ignited anything for her. And as I went to push off,
she called out:

" "Tarquin Blackwood, are you an imbecile?’
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"'No ma'am,' I said sarcastically, 'you expect me to change my mind?’

" 'How you're going to get people to believe what you saw out there if you
don't take pictures of it, genius!' She reached into her apron pocket and took
out a small flash camera --the kind you can buy nowadays anywhere, in
which the film is already loaded and ready to go.

" 'Oh, thank God you thought of it!" I said.

" 'You can say that prayer again, Little Boss. Don't forget to press the button
for the flash.’

"I wanted to kiss her again, but I was already drifting away.



"As for Goblin, he came after me, vivid and yet transparent, pleading with me
not to go, saying,

'Bad, Quinn, bad,' over and over, and once again I told him in polite terms to
leave me alone. He vanished then, but I suspect he was with me as I went on.

"In fact, I figured that he had to be; because where else could Goblin go? I
was thinking a lot of late as to where Goblin was and where Goblin wasn't,
and I was more than impatient with him, as I've said.

"Back to the swamp:

"There was a mist crawling over the water, and at first the swamp looked
inviting and beautiful, harmonious and embracing --the stuff of poetry and
photograph captions --but within a very short time it was the evil bog of
mosquitoes and chain-girded cypress trees with arrows carved into their bark.
The rustling of creatures in the dark waters and the sight of more than one
alligator gave me the creeps.

"The dizziness returned, which alarmed me considerably, and the voices
came once more, too low for me to really understand what they said. What
was | overhearing? Did these ghosts quarrel with each other forever? Is that
what Rebecca had meant when she said things don't move in a straight line?

" You can't do it, you have to let me go. . .

"Why wasn't this ghostly discourse loud enough for me to be sure of every
word?

" Tm coming, Rebecca,’ I said aloud. "You be straight with me, now,
Rebecca. I know your tricks, and yet I'm coming. You be straight.’

"On and on I went through this dense green hell of tormented gray trees and
anguished vines, of rattling leaf and fetid water, feeling ever fainter and
probing deeply with the pole and propelling myself forward as fast as I could.

" I'm begging you, God help me. . . .

"I knew it was Rebecca crying, Rebecca pleading, but with whom? Then



came the inevitable sinister laughter and a man's voice speaking rapidly and
angrily. Was it Manfred?

"A gator shot past me, his big slimy back visible for only a moment, and the
pirogue rocked dangerously and then righted itself clumsily and on I went. I
trembled, thinking about the gator, and I hated myself for it. I went on.

"Each time the dizziness came over me really heavily I slowed my pace, for
fear of falling, and the high green thick of the swamp swallowed me
treacherously, as I tried to make out what was being said: . . . Loved you,
always loved you, you promised, in Naples, forever, in the ruins . . . And
there came the deep voice, and the laughter rippling through it all.

"Were there three of them? Were there more?

"At last the weathered hulk of the Hermitage loomed in front of me, and the
pirogue struck the bank amid the wild blackberries, and I was nearly knocked
out of the boat. I quickly secured it to the nearest tree --a thing I had not done
last time --laid the pole in it in intelligent fashion and then proceeded to
explore the island once more.

"There had been gators on the island. I heard the plash as they went back into
the swamp. What was I going to do if I encountered a mean gator? Well, it
had never happened, and maybe it never would. I had no real fear of them,
because they aren't generally vicious and they don't want trouble;
nevertheless, this was the first time I had been in their august company
without Pops or another man to
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take command.

"I stood listening. I could hear nothing but the mournful, broken cry of the
birds. And that humming, that humming of bees and mosquitoes which I
connected to the slime of sweat that now covered my skin.

"The house looked as empty as it had before. But that didn't mean a whole
lot.



"Nevertheless, the mausoleum --or whatever it was --drew me, and I went
back to it, studying it more carefully than I had the first time.

"No door of any kind, of that I was certain. So what in the name of God did it
contain?

"As for the procession of figures graven in the gold, I was certain now they
were Roman and that they were grieving; that the women were weeping and
the men hammering on their foreheads with clenched fists.

"On an end panel which contained only a trio of weeping children there
appeared some background engraving on a different plane from the figures --
details that I hadn't noticed before at all.

"With my fingers I traced in one corner the image of a mountain, and the
mountain had a high cone and was erupting, and above it streamed right and
left a great heavy cloud. Far to the right, and somewhat below the position of
the mountain, was the image of a small walled city, drawn in tiny detail, and
it seemed more than obvious that the evil cloud from the erupting mountain
was a threat to the little town.

" "Volcano. Ancient Rome. A city. People in mourning.' It had to be Mount
Vesuvius, this mountain, and the city had to be the fabled city of Pompeii.

"Even I who had traveled almost nowhere in my life knew the full story of
the eruption of Vesuvius in A.D. 79 and how it had buried Herculaneum and
Pompeii. Only in the eighteenth century had they been officially
rediscovered, and if there was anywhere I wanted to travel --outside of Ruby
River Parish --it was to the ruins of Pompeii.

"The tragedy of those buried cities had always enthralled me and sometimes
in a painful way. Years ago I'd seen photographs of plaster casts made of
those poor Romans struggling to escape the cinder rain falling on Pompeii
and they had made me cry.

"Of course Pompeii and Herculaneum were on the Bay of Naples, and
Manfred had taken Rebecca to Naples. Vesuvius loomed over Naples, and
Rebecca had cried, 'Remember Naples' when Manfred had been beating her,



when he had carried her or dragged her out of the house.

"Again, the dizziness came and there rose the simmer of voices. I tipped
forward until my forehead touched the gold carving. I was aware of the
perfume of flowers. Was that wisteria? My senses were scrambled. [ was dry-
mouthed and sweating. And I heard Rebecca sobbing, What they did to me,
Quinn, what they did.

"With a supreme act of will, I threw off the dizziness. I was on my knees.
And as I looked up I realized there was an inscription running in a band along
the top of the gold plates, just beneath the granite roof of the tomb, an
inscription I hadn't seen for the glare of the vagrant sun on the gold.

"I went round the mausoleum twice. The words were in Latin, and I couldn't
translate, but I could pick out the name Petronia, and the words for sleep and
for death.

"I cursed myself that I didn't have any paper with me, except my letters to the
trespasser, so that I could copy this down. Then I realized I had four copies of
my letter, for posting in four places, and all I needed to do was sacrifice one
copy. So, taking out my pen, I scribbled down the entire inscription, circling
the monument twice to make sure I had the words correct.

"By now I was thirsting and I went back to the pirogue, picked up the small
plastic cooler that Jasmine had packed for me and went up the stairs into the
house.

"All was the same as I had found it yesterday. I crept up the staircase and
stared again at the iron chains. I noted with a faint twinge of horror that the
fifth chain with the hook was somewhat shorter than the other chains but I
didn't know what it meant. There were hooks in the wall also. I
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hadn't noticed those before either, and in the morass of blackish tarlike
substance I thought I saw more of the shape of human bones.

"I took out the camera, and with trembling hands I snapped two pictures, and



then I backed up and took a couple more. What would it show? I wasn't
certain. All I could do was snap another two close-ups and hope that someone
believed in what I saw.

"I knelt down and I touched what looked like the remnants of human hair. A
jarring chill ran through me, and I heard the dreamlike laughter again, and
then a scream that was so guttural it was almost a groan. It came again, a cry
of pure agony, and I drew back, absolutely unable to come close again to the
remains.

"I photographed the room and then I went downstairs and photographed the
marble desk and the gold Roman-style chair. I photographed the fireplace
with its heap of half-burnt wood and ash. I shot a close-up of the tumbled
books on the desk.

"Next I went out of the Hermitage and photographed the whole place. I shot
pictures of the mausoleum, and with my thumb over the flash so it wouldn't
reflect in the gold I got close-ups of the figures, hoping there would be
enough available light.

" 'Jasmine, I shall love you forever,' I said. I put the camera into my top vest
pocket, zipped the pocket shut and resolved that I would now prove to all the
world that, of Sugar Devil Island and Manfred's dark existence, I had spoken
the truth.

"But what did it all mean? Was it some mad poet who made his way out here
to sit in a golden chair in solitude, perhaps taking his work to and from with
him, and only leaving behind those books which no longer mattered? Or was
it a mere boy like me?

"And the time, what was it? Why it was just past noon, and I was hungry and
getting sick.

"But I had to post my letters to the trespasser. I attended to that right away. I
tacked up one such letter on the wooden door, placed another on the marble
table, with books to anchor the four corners of it, and then tacked another on
the wall near to the stairs.



"My duty was done, I figured, and now, to stop the nausea which was
threatening, I brought the cooler over to the desk and sat down in the Roman
chair. The leather sling seat was extremely comfortable, as it always is with
such chairs, and I was overjoyed to discover that Jasmine had filled the
cooler with six beers. Of course she had put some cola in there also, and there
were the sandwiches, and even an apple nestled into the ice, but six beers!

"I don't think I will ever forget that moment. But there's no point in lingering
on it. I have too much to tell. Let me only say that I whispered to the open air,
'Jasmine, can a woman of thirty-five find romance with a boy of eighteen? I'll
meet you behind the big house at six.’

"By the time I finished that little ditty, I had swallowed half of the first beer. I
tore open the sandwiches, which were thick with ham and cheese and butter -
-cold, delicious, visible butter --and devoured both of them in a few bites.
Then I devoured the apple, finished the first beer and drank another one after
that.

"I told myself that was plenty, that I had to keep my wits about me, but I was
overexcited and instead of depressing me the beer had contributed to a kind
of crazy elation, and with a third ice-cold can in hand I went back upstairs
again and I sat down as close to the chains and their dark legacy as I dared.

"The sun was lowering outside, and only feeble rays managed to get through
the labyrinth of green that crowded most of the house. Some light came in
through the cupola and as I lay back looking up there, watching the light
twinkle and shift, I heard in my head a thin high-pitched scream.

"Was it a bird? Was it a human? My eyelids were closing. I reclined, one
elbow on the dusty boards. I drank more of the beer. I finished it. And then I
realized I had to sleep. My body was forcing me to it. I had to sleep. I lay
back feeling comfortable and warm, and I said as I stared up into the cupola:

119

" 'Rebecca, come to me, tell me what they did.' I shut my eyes and I was
dreaming, my body shapeless and vibrating in its half sleep. Her sobbing
came to me clearly, and then before me, in a nighttime place of candles, I saw



a leering face and I heard a low, vicious laugh. I tried to focus on the face but
I couldn't see it, and then when I looked down I saw that I was a woman, and
that someone was stripping away from me a beautiful burgundy dress. My
breasts were bare. My whole body suddenly was naked, and I was screaming.

"I had to get away from those who tormented me, and there before me a hand
gripped the rusted hook, the hook at the end of the chain. I screamed a
woman's scream. I was a woman. I was Rebecca and yet I was Quinn and we
two were one.

"Never had I known such pure terror as the hand with the hook approached,
and then I felt an unendurable pain beneath my right breast, an agony as
something thick yet sharp stabbed me and pushed against me, and then I
heard the laughter again, chilling merciless laughter, and a man's voice
murmuring --no, arguing, pleading disgustedly --but the laughter covered the
argument, it covered the pleading. No one would stop this! I knew I was
hanging by the hook, that the hook held me by the rib beneath my breast, and
my whole weight now pulled on the chain and its hook!

"I cried out, I screamed. I was a woman and a man screaming, [ was Rebecca
helpless and in torment and near to fainting yet unable to faint, and I was
Quinn, protective and horrified and yet desperately trying to see the evil ones
who were doing this, and there were two of them, yes, definitely two of them,
and I had to know if it was Manfred. And then I was Rebecca screaming and
the pain went on, the unendurable pain that was endured --it went on and on,
and then the scene, blessedly, started to shift.

" 'Oh, God, Rebecca,' I heard myself whispering. 'I know what they did --
hung you by the hook beneath your rib and left you here to die.’

"Someone shook me awake. I looked up.

"It was Rebecca, and she was smiling, and she said, 'Quinn, you came. You
didn't let me down. You came.’

"I was shocked. She was as real as she had been in the house, only she wore
the gorgeous burgundy dress she'd worn in the dream.



" 'Oh, thank Heaven, you're all right!" I cried. 'It couldn't be going on forever.’

" 'Don't think about it now, my darling,' she said. Now you know it, and you
know what the fifth chain was for. Just be with me, my darling.’

"As I sat up she sat down beside me and I turned to face her, and our lips met.
I kissed her clumsily and she put her tongue into my mouth, and I was as
aroused as I'd been in the house.

"I was pure male, quite divided from her and quite locked to her, enchanted
by the low-cut burgundy dress and the pink nipples that had to be so close,
and ah, how precious the cameo on its black ribbon around her naked throat.

"Her breasts were only half covered by the burgundy velvet, and I shoved my
hand into her dress awkwardly, and when I felt her nipples I went a little bit
mad.

" "Love you, positively love you,' I said with gritted teeth, and then I pushed
the cloth down and I kissed her nipples until she drew me back up.

"I looked into her eyes.

"I wanted her too much to talk, and she allowed it, taking my hand and
putting it under her skirts. Real, all real, all savory and frenzied, and finally,
her little sex gasping for me, closing on me, and then the moment of
fulfillment --so sudden, so jarring, so total. So gone.

"I found myself staring down at her --I was actually lying on top of her --and
the flush in her cheeks took my breath away. I muttered some obscenity,
some crudity. But I was so purely satisfied, so blissful that I could question
nothing in these moments. I kissed her in the same open-mouthed passionate
way I had kissed her the very first time.
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"I lay back, tired to the point of stupor, and she was the one now looking
down at me.

" 'Be my vengeance, Quinn,' she said softly. "Tell the world my story, yes, but



be my vengeance, too.’

" 'But how, Rebecca? How can I do that when those who hurt you are gone?'
I sat up, gently forcing her backwards.

"She looked urgent.

"We sat together. "Tell me truly, Rebecca, what can I do to make your spirit
rest?’

"The horror of the earlier scene came back to me, the grim picture of her
hanging on the hook, naked and helpless, and of those two evil ones who had
done it to her.

" Tt was Manfred himself, wasn't it?' I asked her. 'What can I do, Rebecca, to
send your soul to peace?’

"She said nothing. She only kissed me again.

"'"You know you're gone too, Rebecca,' I said. 'Along with those who did the
deed, however awful it was.' I had to say it. I had to tell her. 'Rebecca, there is
no one alive now who can suffer for what is done.’

" 'No, Quinn, I'm here," she said sweetly, 'I'm always here, I see you always, I
see everything. Be my vengeance, Quinn. Fight for me.’

"I kissed her again. I covered her breasts with kisses. We lay tangled and I
felt the velvet of her burgundy dress. Her hair came loose, tumbled
disgracefully in our lovemaking, and then I sighed, and, kissing her cheeks,
again I passed into a blackness that was cool and enveloping as if I had
drifted bodiless into the sex act itself.

"Sleep. How long? Hours upon hours.
"Then suddenly I was awake. I knew the heat, the sweat.
"And the darkness! Good Lord, the darkness!

"Nighttime on Sugar Devil Island. Nighttime in Sugar Devil Swamp. Oh, of



all the idiot mistakes to have made, to have fallen into a drunken sleep here
one good hour from home, with all the swamp creatures waking and hungry.
What good was a pistol? What good a rifle if a snake drops on you from an
overhanging tree? I didn't mind poking at the gators to scare them off, but
what about everything else, including the bobcats, that came out to feast after
dark?

"I rose up, furious with myself. And I had been so sure that I wouldn't be
tricked by her, that I knew her for the evil thing that she was.

"Then it all came crashing back to me, what they'd done to her, and I gasped
aloud.

"Vengeance? Oh, it had been enough to make a vengeful spirit of a choirboy,
what they'd done. And she had died like that, I knew it. She had died and
rotted there, but did she mean her vengeance to be on me?

"I saw the sticky semen on the boards, glittering in the light of the moon, and,
looking through the windows, I thanked God for that moon. I needed that
moon. Maybe I could get the hell out of here with that moon.

"I made the Sign of the Cross. I felt for the rosary under my shirt. (This one's
not blessed but it will have to do.) And hastily and shamefully I said a Hail
Mary, telling the Blessed Virgin in my own words how sorry I was to call on
her only when all seemed lost.

"Then I realized to my horror that my pants were still unzipped. I'd said a
Hail Mary to the Virgin Mary while officially exposing myself. I put that to
rights immediately and said another three prayers before I groped my way to
the stairs and down to the first floor.

"I scooped up the gold plate with its little forest of wax candles, and, taking
out my lighter, I quickly lighted every wick. Carrying my little tray of light, I
went to the door of the Hermitage and looked out. Yes, the moon was up
there all right, I could see it from this vantage point, but the swamp looked
dead black, and once I pushed off from this clearing, once I tunneled into that
blackness, the
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moon just might not do me any good.

"Of course, I didn't have a flashlight or a lantern. I hadn't planned on this! In
fact, if anybody had said, 'Will you spend the night on Sugar Devil Island?' I
would have answered, 'That's insane.’

" 'Wait till I get finished with this place,’ I said aloud. T1l have electricity
everywhere. And these windows will have properly fitted glass. Maybe
they'll have screens as well. And these plank floors will be covered with
marble tiles that the swamp can't consume with its infernal dampness. No,
this shall be a small Roman palace, what with even more elaborate Roman
furniture, and the stove, I shall get a new stove. And then if I'm trapped out
here, I'll have delicious pillows on a couch on which to sleep, and plenty of
books to read by fine lights.' It seemed I saw the vision of the place, and
Rebecca's fate had no part in what I saw. It was as if her grisly death had
been erased.

"But for now? For now I was in the damned jungle in a tree house!

"Okay, what if I stayed here and didn't try to find my way home in this
abominable situation?

What if I just read some of those old books by candlelight, and kept my pistol
on hand for any emergency either man or beast might send my way?

"Well, the worst consequence of my doing that would be that everyone at
Blackwood Manor would think something terrible had happened to me.
Indeed, they might be looking for me right now. That was more than a good
possibility. They might be out there in a pirogue with flashlights and lanterns.

"Didn't that argue for me staying where I was?

"I set the plate of light down on the desk, and I went out the front door, down
the steps, and crossed the clearing before the Hermitage so that I stood near
to the bank.



"It was quite amazing how the few candles illuminated the windows of the
Hermitage. Indeed, nobody coming close in a pirogue could have missed it.
Maybe it was best to sit tight.

"But if so, why did it seem such a cowardly decision? Why did I feel I should
get back to reassure those who loved me that I was all right?

"I checked in the pirogue. No, I did not have a flashlight or lantern. Big
surprise.

"Then I peered into the swamp. I tried to see what lay before me. I tried to
make out the small channel by which I had come to this point. I could see
nothing in the blackness.

"I walked around the island as best I could. Why precisely I wasn't sure.
Maybe I wanted to feel that I was doing something, and I listened, listened
very carefully in case anyone out there was calling my name.

"Of course I heard the countless night birds and low gurgling noises coming
from the water, but there was no human voice.

"I came back to the point where I'd tied up the pirogue and there stood
Goblin, my perfect mirror image, watching me intently, his figure apparently
illuminated, just as if it was solid, by the candlelight that came from the
house.

"What a marvelous spectacle, it seemed to me, that could create such an
illusion, and I racked my brain to remember if he had ever done something so
spectacular before.

"I had seen him in shadows, in darkness and in light, of course, but never had
I seen light falling on him, outlining his shoulder and his face. He made a
sudden gesture with his right hand, beckoning me to come closer to where he
stood.

" 'What do you want?' I asked. "You don't mean to tell me you're going to be
useful.' I moved towards him and he reached out with his left arm to guide
me in a turn. Then he pointed out into the swamp.



"For a moment I was only aware of a distant pool of moonlight --that is, an
opening in the thick growth many yards from where we stood, where the
water sparkled with clear radiance. Then I heard the sound of lapping. And
Goblin's left hand tightened on my arm, and he made the symbol to me with
his right index finger that I should be very quiet.
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"Again he pointed to this distant spot of visibility, and into it glided a pirogue
apparently helmed by one man. And quite distinctly I made out the figure of
that man.

"He wore a jacket and trousers, perhaps jeans for all I could see, and as I
watched with Goblin he lifted up a human body from the pirogue and slipped
it into the water slowly with hardly a splash!

"I was confounded. Goblin hurt my shoulder he squeezed it so tight.

"The distant figure now appeared to do the same thing again. With
inconceivable dexterity and strength he lifted another body and dropped it
down into the muck.

"I stood stock-still. I was horrified. The thought of danger to myself didn't
even occur to me. What filled my mind was the bitter sense that two dead
bodies had just been fed to the swamp's lethal darkness, and no one, no one,
would believe me when I returned home with this tale.

"Only gradually did I realize that the figure was now motionless and in all
probability facing me, and that he looked on steadily and that Goblin and I
were partially illuminated for the figure by the candles in the house.

"Across the black water there came a sound of laughter. It was low,
simmering, as the voices of my visions had been simmering, but it was real,
this laughter, it wasn't spectral. It came from the figure.

"And as I watched, as Goblin and I watched together, the figure guided his
pirogue into the blackness and was gone.



"For some long agonizing moments Goblin and I stood together, and it was
more than a comfort to feel Goblin's left arm around me, and to rest my
weight against him in an intimacy I would never have shown with a human
being.

"But I knew he couldn't keep up the solid shape for very long. I also knew
that he could hear this individual, this character, who had just dumped the
two bodies. Goblin would know when it was safe to leave.

"For the proverbial eternity we remained there, motionless and cautious, and
then Goblin told me telepathically that we should escape the island as best we
could.

" 'And what if I get lost, hopelessly lost?' I asked aloud in a whisper.

" Tl lead you,' Goblin answered. And then he disappeared. Within a second
the candles in the house were extinguished, and my familiar was pushing at
me and tugging me to make me go to the pirogue right now.

"All the way back to Blackwood Farm he guided me, sometimes in total
darkness, other times by the light of the moon. In less than an hour I saw the
lights of the house shining blessedly through the trees, and I shot straight for
the pier.

"People were shouting. I heard someone scream. And then as I hurried up to
the kitchen door, Pops came out to embrace me and say:

""Thank God, son. We didn't know what the hell had happened to you.’
"Aunt Queen came down the steps dabbing at her eyes.

"Sheriff Jeanfreau was there with one of his worthless, shiftless deputies,
Ugly Henderson. All the Shed Men were hollering, 'He's home, he's okay.’

"Immediately I fired off at Jasmine, 'How come you put that beer in the
cooler!" to which she answered that she wasn't the one who packed the
damned cooler, her mother had done it, and then there was Big Ramona
saying she wasn't even awake when I left (which was true), and Jasmine



remembering that it was actually Clem. And where the hell was Clem?

"I didn't care. I wanted supper. I wanted everyone to gather round the kitchen
table and listen so I'd only have to tell this story once.

"I demanded that Sheriff Jeanfreau stay. I even wanted worthless and
annoying Ugly Henderson to stay. I told everybody that I wanted them to
listen to me.

"Meantime, since it was only nine o'clock by my watch, I wanted one of the
Shed Men to run the camera with its film over to the all-night drugstore in
Ruby River City and get the pictures done in
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one hour, as the sign in the window always boasts.

" 'Where's Goblin?' I asked suddenly. I was in the kitchen. Big Ramona had
just given me a wet washrag. 'Goblin, where are you?' and then I realized that
after all he'd done, he didn't have the power to make me feel him or see him
or hear him.

". .. And so mercifully, and gratefully, and with a new respect for him, and a
new love, I let him alone."

14

"THEY DIDN'T BELIEVE a word I said. When I bubbled over crazily with
the horrible dream of the piercing of Rebecca, Sheriff Jeanfreau just laughed
at me, laughed at my references to myself as both man and woman in the
dream, and only a sudden expostulation of

" 'Please!" from Aunt Queen shut him up.

"When it came to my depiction of the mysterious stranger dumping the two
bodies, Sheriff Jeanfreau started laughing again and there even came some
audible snickering from his worthless deputy Ugly Henderson.

"Patsy, who had come into the kitchen sometime during the proceedings,



picked up on Ugly's snickering and started some snickering of her own.

"And when I described how Goblin had led me back out of the swamp, the
sheriff, figuratively speaking, rolled on the floor.

"I ignored all this with first-rate patience, devoured two plates of pancakes
made by Big Ramona from the Cracker Barrel pancake mix and looked to
Aunt Queen.

" "You know Rebecca was murdered out there, Aunt Queen. All I'm asking is
that somebody go out there and collect the remains and test them for DNA!’

" 'Oh, Quinn, my precious darling,' " Aunt Queen sighed.

"As for Pops, it was well past his bedtime, and he looked like he'd been rode
hard and put away wet. I knew what a worry I was to him.

"THEN the snapshots came back from the drugstore! THE SNAPSHOTS!

"And round the kitchen table I passed them like so many playing cards. They
were good shots too. You couldn't tell much about Rebecca's remains from
the shots, but you could easily see the five rusted chains; and of course the
outdoor shots of the Hermitage itself, and the mausoleum, were very good.

" 'Now you know damned good and well,' I said, 'that there's a house out
there, you can't deny it; and if that metal there' --I jabbed my finger at the
photograph --'isn't pure gold, then my name's not Blackwood.’

"The sheriff was in the midst of another belly-jiggling fit of laughter when
Aunt Queen gestured for quiet.

" 'All right,' she declared. 'We've heard all Quinn has to say. Now, this island
is real and he knows the way to it, and according to him these mysterious
bodies were dumped at a spot 