
 



 Prologue

A plain manila folder lay on a briarwood desktop. In the upper right-hand corner the name Allison
Parker was printed in bold-face lettering. A piece of paper which contained a detailed resume of
Allison Parker's life was held over the desk by a pair of well-groomed hands. The folder was opened
and the paper inserted.

Another folder, labeled Therese, was placed on top of the Parker file and the desk light was flicked
off.



 Chapter I

The taxi fought its way up First Avenue, past the United Nations, the Fifty-ninth Street bridge and
the singles bars that lined the avenue.

Her head lay against the window; her mind wandered. Had it really happened? Or would she wake
up at the sound of the alarm, squint at the reflected rays of light on the smog-coated windows and
realize, as she wiped the sweat from her forehead and threw off the blanket, that the last four months
had been one incredible nightmare - the hospital, the funeral, the agony and despair (while waiting and
eventually hoping for Father to die) - all of it - and that everything she had experienced and seen
would dissipate like visions, as they had when she had left home seven years before, forever, or so she
had thought. She laughed softly to herself. No, it had all happened, as hard as it was to believe. She
closed her eyes, thinking of New York City. Not a bad place once you got used to it. She had been
happy here. In fact, returning to Indiana was the last thought in her mind last July when she raced
from the shower and, out of breath, lifted the phone to hear Mother's strained voice plead, "He's dying.
Come home!" Could she have said no? Perhaps. Every impulse told her not to go back. But if she had
left Mother alone, she could never have lived with herself. She'd had to return, no matter what she'd
had to give up. Even Michael. And though

she could have spent hours reliving the subsequent events, it would have been a waste of time. She
had survived - physically and mentally - and the memories that had plagued her could not have altered
that fact. It was over.

The taxi cornered onto Seventy-first Street and pulled to a stop in front of a modern thirty-story
apartment house.

The door swung open and the doorman extended his hand into the cab. "Miss Parker!" he said
happily.

"Hello, George," Allison said, smiling. She was attractive. Angular and tall. With skin like silk and
long brown hair that fell over her shoulders halfway down her back. She looked younger than twenty-
six, her face highlighted by a delicately sculpted nose and two enormous blue eyes.

"It's been a long time," George said.
"Yes," she replied cordially. George was always enthusiastically attentive and pleasant. She liked

him. "Almost four months," she added. She stepped from the cab and walked under the green canopy
that extended from the doorway to the sidewalk. She glanced at her watch; it was late. She looked up
at the doorman. "How have you been?" she asked.

"Good," he answered, walking to the rear of the cab.
"And your family?"
"Fine, very fine." He began to collect her luggage. "I asked Mr. Farmer about you many times."
She stepped back toward the polished glass partition. "I hope he said good things."
"Only the best." George smiled, as his powerful muscles began to bulge from the strain of the heavy

baggage.
She would remember to tip him handsomely - if just to signify her friendship. And she would

remember to thank Michael for his unusual display of affection and discretion. "Is Mr. Farmer in?"
she asked. Of course he would be in. Waiting. It was her homecoming.

"No, he left town yesterday."
"He did?" He hadn't said anything on the phone about leaving town.
"He left a note for you. And gave me instructions to let you use his apartment."
They entered the building. He put down the pieces of luggage, returned to the cab, brought in the



 
last two suitcases, laid them next to the car packs, turned and disappeared into a small room just
inside the door. He reappeared moments later with an envelope in his hand.

"Mr. Farmer told me to give you this myself." He bowed, obviously pleased with his
conscientiousness.

She smiled thankfully and snatched the envelope from his hand. Quickly she tore it open, removed a
note and read:

Allison
Sorry couldn't be there when you got back. Had to leave Friday night for Albany. Business.
Be back Tuesday.
See you then.
Michael.
P.S. Will call Sunday night.

She folded the paper and shoved it into her purse.
That was just like Michael to disappear when she wanted him so badly. And leave a note that could

just as well have been a telegram. Short. Direct. And unemotional. A perfect mirror of his personality,
but then again she could never hope to change him into something that he wasn't-nor did she really
want to. If she had thought about it, she would have had to admit that it was just his curt and
businesslike manner that she found so appealing-and the challenge of every so often coaxing him to
let his hair down and betray some of the emotions that he so carefully kept hidden beneath his
impassive exterior.

She thought for a moment, then turned to George. "Could you help me with the luggage?" she asked.
"Of course, ma'am," he answered. He lifted the bags under both his arms, an accomplishment that

she had thought impossible, and walked around the bend toward the elevators. "Mr. Farmer told me
you gave up your apartment."

"Yes. I was going home for an indefinite period. It was best to let it go." She paused, then added,
"I'm going to start looking for a new one first thing tomorrow. Preferably a brownstone. A change of
pace."

She pressed the call button, looked up and watched the light start ticking downward from number
seven.

"Weather's been bad," said George. "Lots of rain and it's been colder than the North Pole."
"Yes, I know," replied Allison.
"You're lucky you were away."
"I suppose I was," she answered just to agree, since it had probably been colder and rainier back

home.
The elevator arrived; the door slid open. She entered; he stepped in behind her. The door closed, the

cabin ascended and opened smoothly on the tenth floor. They walked out, turned to the right and
George opened apartment 10E.

She flicked on the light switch.
"Just put everything on the floor. I'll do the rest."
He placed the luggage at her feet and accepted the five-dollar bill which was offered. "Thank you,"

he said. "If there's anything you need, just buzz down."
He stepped out; she closed the door. Breathing deeply. Tired. It had been a long day what with the

goodbyes, the flight to Kennedy International and the discouraging drive into Manhattan. She propped
herself against the largest valise and surveyed the apartment. Living room straight ahead. Dining
alcove to her right. Furnished early bachelor, endearingly tacky. He still hadn't thrown out the faded



 
couch, or the rug, or the ridiculous painting of Napoleon Bonaparte. She would be sure to speak to him
about that.

She removed her jacket and shoes, carried the car packs into the dining alcove and hung them one at
a time in the alcove closets. She was pleased to see that the clothes she had left several months before
were still neatly folded in place and apparently had not been moved or exposed to anything that might
have injured the fabrics. She turned, grabbed two of the valises and hauled them down the hall past the
kitchen and into the bedroom, where she laid them on the black shag rug next to the night table. She
turned on the table lamp and pulled the white fur bedspread off the bed. It fell to the floor and lay
crumpled, contrasting brilliantly.

The bed looked empty without him. But it would have to do. The note said he wouldn't be home
until Tuesday.

She removed her clothes, washed, then climbed under the bedsheets, blinking at the lights that
shone through the window. She threw Michael from her thoughts, turned off the night-table lamp and
clutched the crucifix that lay around her neck. She pressed the cross gently against her lips,
remembering.

The return to the old house during Father's funeral. She had refused to go with the mourners to the
cemetery. She had felt too sick. It had started in the hospital, about an hour before Father had died.
The pain had been relentless, noticeably increasing in intensity, the headache becoming a pounding
migraine and the dizziness spiraling into disorientation. They had missed her at the cemetery. Just as
they had missed her earlier in the day when she had refused to enter the church for the services. But
neither impropriety had mattered. They had all understood. The family history was public knowledge.
The why of it patently obvious. She had needed rest. And the opportunity to retrieve the crucifix. The
house would be empty. She could trespass on her past undisturbed, satisfying that curious impulse of
redemption that had haunted her since her return, waiting for Father's death to seek its fulfillment.

Before opening the front door she had stood silently on the porch. Then she had entered the main
hall and, after climbing the staircase, had walked into a dimly lit corridor that ended in a solid gray
wall. To the right was a solitary door. It had once been her parents' bedroom. For seven years it had
remained untouched and locked.

Inserting a rusted key, she had turned the round crystalline handle, gently pushing open the door. It
was poorly hinged; the squeaking had vibrated through the halls. Terrified she had stepped inside and
looked about.

The bedroom was simply furnished. An old wooden bed occupied the center. Above it hung a
crucifix. On the left side of the room was an antique dresser. On the right were the closets. The room
was carpeted with dust; cobwebs covered the furnishings.

She had stumbled. Dizzy with the memory of dead voices. Remembering her escape through these
halls all over again.

The confusion.
The police. "Allison, tell us what happened."
Mother crying.
"What happened?" Mother asked over and over until her words had become nonsense.
"I don't know."
"Tell me."
Tears.
"Please tell me."
Then the truth.



 
The doctors. "Why did you throw away the cross, Allison?"
"Because."
"Because what?"
"It was dirty. Everything was dirty."
"That's not true, Allison."
Silence.
"You know that's not true. Let's talk about it again. Let's talk about everything again."
"No."
"Yes."
"I can't. I want to die."
She heard herself cry as the blade bit into her wrists. Then there was nothing. She had looked

around. The room was quiet, the voices gone, the past, attempting resurrection, dead again.
She had walked to the dressing table. The top had been covered with pictures standing in frames.

She picked up several, viewed them briefly and returned them to their places. Searching the rest of the
table, she lifted a small box behind the picture of Bugle, their black Newfoundland who had died many
years before. She removed the top. Inside, on a wad of cotton, lay a crucifix about the size of a silver
dollar. Trembling, she had carefully removed it. Could it have been that long since she had last held it
in her hand? It looked the same. The figure of Christ was still intact; the chain remained unbroken.
Slightly more tarnished, perhaps, but one would have had to expect that after seven years.

Glancing about the empty room, she had placed the chain around her neck and started to close the
circular catch; she paused.

Father is dead, she had told herself angrily.
Then she had snapped the latch and looked in the mirror. The crucifix lay just right. It felt

comfortable.
And still did, but perhaps even more so, now that she was secure in the confines of Michael's

bedroom.
She rolled on her side, burying her face in the soft beckoning pillows. The impulse of redemption

was still strong. Inciting a return, part conscious, part subliminal. The most terrible stigma had been
removed by death. The others remained. Confront them? The disavowals? The reality from which she
had fled? The attempts at self-destruction? The death of Michael's wife Karen with all its unspeakable
horrors? Reconcile her past with her future? Yes. It would happen. Slowly. It was inevitable. Whether
she knew it or not. Whether by choice or momentum. Now in the silence of the bedroom or soon,
wherever, whenever.

She fell asleep, her hand caressing the figure of Christ.



 Chapter II

The ad was located in the lower right-hand portion of a page marked "Commercial Lofts and
Storage Facilities." It read:

ATTRACTIVE BROWNSTONE APARTMENT, OLD, PARTIALLY RENOVATED BUELDING,
FLOOR THRU. ONE WBFP, UPPER WEST SEDE, 3 ROOMS, FURNISHED. CALL
RENTING AGENT, YU 6-1452. ASK FOR MISS LOGAN FOR APARTMENT 3A.

It was out of place. It should have been entered under "Residential Apartments." If it had, she might
not have wasted the entire day chasing from building to building, agent to agent. Yet, as she removed
a dime from her pocket, she warned herself not to be overly optimistic. The apartment might have
already been rented. Or it might prove unacceptable, as had most of the other "favorable" leads.

The day had started inauspiciously; she had overslept. Yet, she hadn't had much sleep. She had
woken twice during the night, one time to go to the bathroom, the other to find something to kill the
dull pressure that had gnawed at her temples, reminding her that the tension that had caused the
terrible migraines and dizziness was just beginning to subside and that she would probably feel some
discomfort for some time to come. Strangely, the aspirin had little effect. The headache persisted
through her sleep, intensified during the morning and first began to dissipate after she had left the
apartment. It was gone by noon and was only a memory by the time she found a phone booth in a
midtown drug store, called the listed number and, after speaking to Miss Logan, walked uptown
toward Seventy-seventh Street and located the dilapidated brownstone that housed the agent's office.
She opened the front door, consulted the directory-Miss Logan was the solitary tenant-and climbed a
lopsided staircase to the second floor. She peeked through the open doorway. A woman was seated at a
desk examining a handful of documents.

"Miss Logan?" Allison questioned.
"Miss Parker," stated the woman in a modulated contralto. She was neatly dressed but years behind

in style. Matronly and spinsterish. With a strict posture, an old-fashioned hairstyle and bland, reserved
features. "Please take a seat," she suggested. She leaned forward, removed some papers from a nearby
chair and placed them on the already overloaded desk.

"Thank you," replied Allison as she entered the room and sat down.
Miss Logan quickly collated the piles in front of her. "I was about to leave when you called. I don't

like to stay too late on Sunday so I'm straightening up. I'm sure you don't mind."
"Of course not. I hope I didn't cause-"
"No, it's no trouble at all."
"Nevertheless, I appreciate your staying for me. The apartment sounds perfect. I didn't want to wait

till tomorrow and perhaps lose it."
"Yes, I see," observed the agent.
"You sounded unsure on the phone. It is available, isn't it?"
"I believe so," she said as she leaned over the desk and closed the Venetian blind on the only

unboarded window.
"Believe?" asked Allison.
The agent smacked her lips. "The landlord said he was going to cease running the notice. He didn't

like the prior applicants. We assured him we would find someone suitable, but he became
disenchanted and decided to leave the apartment unoccupied."

"He obviously changed his mind again."
"Can I see the ad?"



 
Allison extended the paper and pointed to the bottom of the page.
The agent read the blurb and nodded.
"Then I can see the apartment?"
The agent eyed Allison intently. "Well, I don't see why not." She paused, then added, "The building

is on West Eighty-ninth Street. It's old but still in good condition." She turned back to the desk,
shuffled through the piles of papers, removed a document and smiled triumphantly. "Our
questionnaire. Standard information for us about you, and I'd appreciate your indulgence. There's also
a document that defines our commission which you must sign." She handed the paper to Allison with a
slightly raised brow. "Thank you," she said prematurely. "As soon as you've finished, we'll catch a
cab."

Allison removed a pencil from her purse and addressed her attention to the forms.
Miss Logan completed the arrangement of her desk. The room was silent for several minutes, then

she swiveled around, sat back and stated, "You're from the Midwest."
"Yes," Allison answered, lifting her head.
"I can hear it in your voice."
"I didn't know the drawl was so prominent."
"It's not, but it's there for someone who can recognize it. I'm from Peoria, Illinois, myself, but I've

lost the intonation. I've been here fifteen years."
Allison smiled and continued to write.
"You just get to New York?"
"No."
"I didn't think so." Miss Logan was craning her neck, curious as to the answers on the form. "You'll

be living alone?" she asked.
"Yes," Allison answered, annoyed at the constant interruption. "With an occasional visitor."
"I live alone."
Allison raised her eyes. "How nice," she remarked.
"I prefer it that way. It gives me more freedom. I can do what I wish whenever I wish. And solitude

is good after dealing with people six days a week, ten hours a day."
Allison nodded indifferently, then completed the questionnaire and scanned the commission notice.

"Where do I sign?" she asked.
Miss Logan leaned over and pointed. Allison scribbled her signature and returned the forms. The

woman quickly reviewed them.
"A model," she declared. "That's a very interesting profession. All that glamour and excitement.

Twenty-six years old. Single. No relatives in the city, but good references." She smiled reassuringly.
"It looks fine. I'm sure the landlord will approve." She looked at her watch. "Shall we go?"

Allison stood and followed the agent as she walked to the door and pulled a fashionless tweed coat
from a rusted nail on the wall.

"Are you sure the staircase is secure?" Allison inquired, half jokingly.
"Perfectly," replied the agent. She threw on her coat. "Just a little harrowing. To make life

interesting." She motioned Allison out, set the lock and slammed the door. "I've been in this building
five years, and though it looks like it's falling apart, it's sturdy." The landing squeaked under her feet
as she grabbed the banister. "I've thought about renovating a portion of the second floor and even the
staircase, but that wouldn't make any financial sense. I suppose I'll get out of here sooner or later, but,
you know, once you get used to something, you don't like to leave it. The office is like a second
home."



 
"I understand," Allison replied. "I'm a little like that myself."
"Midwesterners are. They have a more finely developed sense of home and sentiment than New

Yorkers. I rarely find New Yorkers having a sense for anything but sex and money."
"I guess there's something to be said for that too," observed Allison.
"Each to his own," said Miss Logan obliquely as she opened the front door.
They stepped onto the street into a tide of shattered sunlight painted in striations by a descending

sun through barren trees; they hailed a taxi.
It was a standard New York brownstone. Five floors. Extremely old. Engagingly battered.
Allison paid the driver; they stepped from the cab.
"One of the nicer tree-lined blocks in New York," declared the agent as she started her sales pitch.
Allison pivoted and glanced up and down the narrow street lined with brownstones.
"And it's convenient," Miss Logan added. "There's a subway on Ninety-sixth and Central Park West.

There's another on Broadway. There are plenty of buses, and cabs are easy to get. And, of course, you
have the park."

They began to climb the stone staircase to the raised front entrance.
"Around the far corner there is a supermarket. There's also a cleaner's nearby and a hardware store."
Allison digested the geography lesson as Miss Logan smiled broadly, Allison's look of satisfaction

having added fuel to the impending sale.
"We've become slaves to convenience," said Allison.
"New York does that."
"Unfortunately."
"Shall we?" asked the renting agent as she opened the heavy front door and stepped into the

rectangular hallway.
Allison followed, admiring the soiled wood paneling that completely covered the walls.
She glanced at herself in a hanging mirror, then leaned against a bicycle rack in the center of the

hallway.
"You can keep a bicycle here," said Miss Logan, standing at the base of the wooden staircase,

"although the basement is probably more convenient."
Allison nodded thoughtfully. Eyes darting. Feeling a rapport with the building's personality.
With the renting agent leading the way, they began to climb the stairs. Halfway up, Allison stopped,

grabbed the banister and shook it firmly. It was sturdy. Reassured, she continued to the first landing,
forty-two steps from where she had started.

The second floor was paneled like the first with long strips of worn, soiled pine. However, at the
junction of the landing and the second-floor hallway there was a segment of wall that had been
completely refurbished. It began about four feet off the ground, ran to the ceiling and was
approximately eight feet wide, reaching from the stairwell wall to the door of the B apartment that
stood at the top of the landing in the beginning of the hallway. Allison inspected the fine new pine
closely, touched it and thought of a pearl in an oyster, an isolated addition to an otherwise
homogeneous surrounding. She shrugged, dismissed its presence and stepped away.

The lighting was extremely poor; the texture of the air was thick, almost filamentous, making it
even harder to see. But she continued to follow Miss Logan, relying more on the agent's exemplary
progress and her own non-visual senses than on her eyes. They wandered down the hall past the A
apartment and climbed the second staircase to the third landing, which was easily as dark and
forbidding as the second. The small yellow wall lights, one at each end of the hall, provided the only
illumination. Miss Logan removed the chain of keys from her pocket and inserted one into the door



 
marked 3 A. It opened and they entered.

The apartment, as advertised, was a floor through. The living room, which lay directly beyond the
entrance, was large, rectangular and generally well preserved. The furniture was eye-catching, the
style Victorian, the condition old. A treasure chest of antiques, from the smallest ashtray to the two
large grandfather clocks that stood on either side of the mantel. She particularly liked the sofa that set
the general tone and mood and stood in the middle of the room between two old granny lamps and
before a low-standing bookshelf. Across from the sofa was a fireplace bordered in marble. It was
clean; obviously it had not been used in some time. Scattered around the room were delicate chairs
with arching backs and exquisite hand-sewn fabrics. She noted their position and thought to herself
that the chair in front of the middle window belonged by the chair near the side wall. Perhaps she
could buy a coffee table to place between the two, thereby establishing a separate personality to that
little corner of the living room. The idea pleased her; she smiled to herself as she crossed the Oriental
rug, glancing at the handsomely papered walls and hand-wrought mirrors.

Miss Logan followed and stuttered. "The old furniture fits in perfectly, I'm sure you'll agree."
She did. But no response. Instead, a continued walk around the room. Attention to details. The many

small objects. "I assume all of this will come with the apartment?"
"I think so," said the agent, "but I can check before either of us makes a final decision."
"I'd appreciate it," Allison acknowledged, opening the window draperies, admitting the soft muted

light of late afternoon. Looking out the third-floor window, she nodded her circumspect approval,
closed the draperies, then turned back to the impatient renting agent and asked whether she could see
the bedroom.

"Of course," answered Miss Logan.
She led Allison down a narrow hallway approximately fifteen feet long, which was bisected

lengthwise by two opposing doorways-one leading to the small kitchenette, the other leading to the
bathroom. Allison peeked in-they were standard, no more, no less-listened to Miss Logan's inane
commentary about the utility and workmanship of each of the items, including the toilet bowl, then
continued down the hall and walked into the bedroom. She sat down on the four-poster and looked
about the room at the antique furnishings. The burnished walls. The gold-leafed metalwork. The
ceiling. It was hand-carved. "Who put it in?" she asked, glancing upward.

"A prior tenant."
The ceiling was certainly an unexpected find in a rented apartment. Not the type of addition one

would include without an interest in the building or a long-term lease. "Did you know the people?"
Allison asked curiously.

"No," replied the agent.
Allison shrugged. She patted the quilted bedspread; little bits of dust billowed into the air, dancing

in the gray light, settling into the darkness. She stood and walked back through the hallway; Miss
Logan followed nervously.

"I want the apartment," Allison declared when they reached the brighter confines of the living room.
The grandfather clocks struck the hour, then resumed their frantic ticking. She turned. "It's exactly
what I need. Exactly."

"I was sure that you would feel that way."
"How much did you say the rent was?"
"I didn't," said the agent. The modulation in her voice increased in intensity; she appeared overly

anxious. "The rental is four hundred and fifty a month. I'm certain that's within reason."
"Interesting," remarked Allison after a long pause, "but I'm afraid we have different standards of



 
reasonableness."

Miss Logan smiled. "The apartment is large and it's furnished."
"And it's in the West Eighties," said Allison. "Not one of the up-and-coming neighborhoods in the

city."
"I wouldn't say that," challenged the agent as she sat down on the sofa and leaned forward.
"I would. Four hundred and fifty is out of line. If you can't bring it down by at least one hundred, we

might as well thank each other for the other's company and call it a day."
Miss Logan bit her lip. "You want the apartment?" she asked rhetorically.
Allison nodded.
"Frankly, three hundred and seventy-five a month is not excessive in New York."
"You said four hundred and fifty."
Miss Logan wrinkled her brow. "Did I? Careless of me. I do that all the time."
"I'm sure," said Allison with an amused grin. She opened her pocketbook and removed her

checkbook. "Do you have a pen I could borrow?" she asked.
Miss Logan withdrew an expensive ballpoint from her jacket and laid it in Allison's outstretched

hand. "A fifty-dollar deposit will be fine."
Allison scribbled in the figure and handed her the check.
"You've made an excellent choice," declared the agent.
"I'm sure I have," said Allison as she followed Miss Logan through the door and began the descent

toward the lobby, which they reached quickly and left immediately, stepping from the brownstone into
the fading light of dusk.

Miss Logan leaned against the abutment. "I'll see about improving the lighting in the halls. I'd hate
to have you fall and break something, and I'm sure the landlord will be most concerned about it."

"Thank you."
"As to the landlord, remember that your occupancy must be passed on and accepted by him. He

hasn't liked anyone yet, but who knows, maybe he's decided to stop being so picayune. The apartment
is no good to anyone empty."

"I hope you'll be able to get back to me quickly. I want to get settled as soon as possible."
"I understand. I'll let you know one way or the other by tomorrow evening."
The two women shook hands and descended to the street.
"Can I give you a lift back to the East Side?" asked Miss Logan.
"No, thank you," replied Allison. "I'm going to browse around the neighborhood before I go back."
Miss Logan smiled and began to walk toward the corner.
Allison stepped back and reappraised the building. "Miss Logan," she called moments later.
The agent turned. "Yes?" she asked.
Allison continued to stare at the last row of windows.
"Yes," repeated the agent.
"Unless I'm mistaken," Allison began, "someone is staring at me through the curtains in one of the

fifth-floor windows."
"I'm sure you've been stared at before." The agent laughed.
"Yes," replied Allison, "but-"
"That's Father Halliran," interrupted Miss Logan. "Matthew Halliran. In five A. A priest. He's been

here for years. As far as I know, he doesn't leave his room-kind of senile and blind. But he's harmless.
He usually just sits by the window."



 
"Sounds ominous," said Allison, somewhat amused by the image she drew of this barely visible

character.
"Speak to you tomorrow." Miss Logan saluted and briskly sauntered toward the corner.
Allison watched until the agent had disappeared. Then she tilted her head up again. Perhaps she

could see more of the priest. No, the angle was too sharp, the curtains too thick, the light too weak.
She crossed the street to get a better view. That proved no better. Whatever light was left caused a dull
reflection to hang on the glass, obscuring the image beyond recognition.

She stood for a moment watching for movement. There was none. She hailed a cab, satisfied that
she had had a fruitful day.



 Chapter III

The light at best was only adequate; it crept through the glass inconspicuously, like a burglar.
Allison glanced at the window. "What do you think?" she asked and sipped from a cup of instant

coffee.
The electrician walked slowly across the bedroom and looked out the window. There was no view;

the rear wall of the opposite building stood no more than six or eight feet away. And the overhanging
roofs of both buildings created an inaccessible shaft topped by a narrow opening into which the
daylight could only enter obliquely.

"I can put another socket in the wall," he said with a heavy Germanic accent. "And I will wire the
ceiling for an overhead light." He paused, scratched his balding head and glanced along the walls. "Of
course, it may already be wired. Sometimes they remove the fixtures but leave the leads. That would
be of great help."

"Anything you can do," Allison declared, "but please be careful of the carved wood." She slipped a
leather vest over her blouse and carried the empty cup into the kitchen. "I'm not used to having so
little light in the bedroom. In my old place I had an east and west exposure. There was plenty of sun
all the time. In fact, I could even tell the time of day by watching the rays cross the design on my rug."

She heard a grumbling in the other room.
"Get a clock," the man said without suggesting any offense. "And Thomas Edison will take care of

the light."
She laughed softly and dumped a loaded dustpan into the garbage.
The electrician walked past the kitchen into the living room; Allison followed.
"You'll wire the closets?"
The man nodded. "And I'll put in new sockets where you marked."
"Good!" Allison put on a fur-lined jacket and grabbed her black portfolio. "Just close the door when

you're ready to leave. And thank you."
The man turned to pursue his work; Allison stepped from the apartment with a smile and descended

the now familiar staircase.
She stopped in front of apartment 2 B. She could hear voices. They were female; two women were

arguing. She leaned closer, listening. They were arguing over dessert. One wanted to make a
chocolate-iced vanilla cake for dinner while the other wanted plain angel food, claiming that it would
be far less fattening. It appeared that the first woman had little concern for the size of her waistline; it
also appeared she would win.

This was her first significant contact with the neighbors. Peculiarly, she hadn't met anyone in the
hallways as yet, though several days before she had heard someone walking up the staircase on the
landing above. Yet, if anything, her isolation was her own fault. She had kept to herself since she had
moved into the building. All she would have had to do would have been to ring one of the doorbells
and announce her presence. But she just hadn't been in the right frame of mind. Perhaps soon. Or
perhaps she would continue to rely on circumstance.

She left the brownstone and strolled past the adjoining buildings and through the Park entrance on
Ninetieth Street, heading downtown. It was cold. Overcast. A good day for walking. And she couldn't
have been in a better mood; she was going back to work.

She had been looking forward to the click of the camera all week, though she had been far too busy
to do anything beyond stopping at the agency, announcing her return, prodding the bookers and
fetching her portfolio from a locked cabinet. That was accomplished Monday morning, an hour after



 
Miss Logan had called to confirm the apartment and an hour before she had piled her clothes and
belongings into two taxis, directed them to the new apartment and begun what was to become a week-
today was Monday, so it was exactly one week-of toil. She had expected Michael's help but he had
called Sunday night, sheepishly explaining that the transaction would take longer than expected,
perhaps another few days. He then demanded to know why she insisted on renting another apartment
when she could just as well have lived with him. Disappointed as she was, she was in no mood to
reargue the already mutilated subject of marriage. Rather, she agreed to talk to him on Thursday-
which she did-only to discover that he wouldn't be back until next Thursday-a week later than
promised.

Paradoxically, his absence proved helpful. Without him around she was able to concentrate on the
apartment. Not that she was dissatisfied with the furniture or the layout, but there were so many
possibilities for creative decorating that she couldn't resist the temptation. Her first purchase was a
dining room set made of heavy oak, which she substituted for the present table and chairs-without
Miss Logan's approval. Then came a picture, framed in carved wood. Strangely, though, she cared a
great deal more for the frame than she did for the painting. She realized, after she had brought it
home, that it very much resembled Michael's Napoleon Bonaparte. Of all things! Panicked, she
immediately determined to replace the canvas, but until then the bedroom closet was the ideal place
for storage. After the picture she was slightly more careful. She bought a clock for the bedroom,
several decorative pieces for various tables and dressers, two new "antique" lamps, a pirate's chest,
which she spent all Friday refinishing, and a slew of utensils and gizmos for the kitchen and bathroom.

There were other items she had wanted, especially a coffee table for the living room, but she had
decided to give the matter more thought. She did not want to rush and buy the wrong piece. It would
be her most important acquisition. It could wait until Michael had returned and the painters had
finished the bathroom, kitchen and doorways.

The other notable event of the week was the news of the booking. She had learned of it on Friday.
She would be working with her favorite photographer, Jack Tucci. And her best friend, Jennifer
Learson. She had tried to contact Jennifer all week, but only on Thursday did she remember to call the
agency and ask for her whereabouts. They told her that Jennifer was out of town on a job and would
return late Sunday night. It seemed as if all her close personal friends had fled New York in prospect
of her return. Undaunted, she had called Sunday night, found Jennifer at home, talked for at least an
hour and arranged to meet for lunch the next day before going down to the studio.

So she was justifiably excited as she exited the Park near the Plaza Hotel, walked to Third Avenue
and entered the restaurant just as Jennifer was sitting down at the table they had reserved in the front
room next to the door.

"Allison," screamed Jennifer unabashedly as she ground her cigarette into an ashtray.
Allison maneuvered through the crowd, embraced her friend and sat. "Still smoking too much," she

admonished, noticing the smoldering butt.
"Too much for tuberculosis," Jennifer replied, smiling, "but not enough for cancer or a heart

condition." She laughed, leaned back in the chair and asked if it felt good to be back.
"Excessively," said Allison as she removed her coat.
Jennifer took another cigarette from the pack that lay on the table. "I give you two weeks and you'll

be complaining that you're overworked and underpaid, that the photographers are lechers and the
agency executives are dullards and that you must find something more creative and stimulating to do
with your time." She laughed. "I've never known a model whose sense of commitment didn't resemble
the flight path of a punctured balloon."

"I don't doubt you're right," agreed Allison, "but for the time being let me indulge in my fantasies."



 
"I wouldn't conceive of introducing a note of reality. You've every right to delude yourself for as

long as you can." Jennifer looked up as the waiter leaned over the red and white checked tablecloth.
"Two Bloody Marys," she ordered, glancing at Allison who nodded accommodatingly. "And strong on
the Worcestershire," she added.

Allison grabbed Jennifer's portfolio and began to thumb the pages. "New pictures?" she asked after
a pause.

"The product of off-season hysteria."
Allison pulled out a contact sheet and held it to the light. "You worked hard."
"My lot in life."
"Didn't you know?" Allison smiled. "Everyone works hard."
"The butcher, the baker and the candlestick maker?"
"Yes."
"Even Michael?"
"So I've been told."
"So have I."
"By whom?"
"Michael."
Allison shook her head. "He's looking for sympathy."
"Do you give it?"
"I haven't had the chance. I've been away-remember?"
"Will you give it now?"
"Depends."
"On?"
"Just depends."
"Will he give it to you?"
"I don't want any."
Jennifer nodded. "It's very romantic," she said.
"What?"
"Separation. It makes the head grow fonder."
"Wrong organ."
"The liver?"
They laughed.
The two drinks soon arrived and sat untouched for some time as they rehashed much of their

telephone conversation of the night before. Then they ordered, finished quickly, left the restaurant and
hailed a cab on Lexington Avenue, headed downtown. The taxi crawled through the traffic to West
Twenty-sixth, a crumbling block of commercial tenements. It stopped halfway between Fifth and
Sixth. They stepped out and entered a dilapidated loft building. Another model was standing in front
of the elevator. They introduced themselves-the model's name was Lois-walked into the elevator and
scrambled out on the seventh floor in front of Jack Tucci's studio.

They had been working several hours.
"A few more," Tucci finally announced in a clipped English accent that was tarnished by a slight

New York inflection.
The Hasselblad clicked-one, two, three.
He shifted, altered his position, brushed the perspiration from the perfectly barbered goatee that



 
hugged his chin, then shifted again. His slender body moved like a breaking wave. Practiced. Sure.
Egocentric.

"A little to the left," he ordered. He motioned with his hand to emphasize the command. "Raise your
chins-too much-good!"

The camera responded.
"Okay," he declared, "let's break for dinner. Then we'll do the black and whites."
Shielding their eyes from the hot lights, they stepped away from the backdrop and carefully

negotiated the wires and light stands to the lounge area in the rear of the studio.
Jack placed the camera on a tripod and followed.
"Have a cigarette?" asked Jennifer.
Jack removed a pack from his shirt pocket and tossed it on the formica-topped bar.
Allison eased into an old armchair.
"Anybody else?" Tucci asked, holding out the cigarettes. Receiving no reply, he placed them back in

his pocket, circled the bar, reached into a cabinet and removed a stack of photos. "Tell me what you
think of these," he commanded, handing them to Jennifer before disappearing through an open
doorway.

He returned a moment later carrying a tray which held several sandwiches, some Cokes and a bottle
of white wine. "The dark bread is tongue," he announced. "The rye is roast beef." He smiled and began
to distribute the food. "Allison?" he asked after the other two models had chosen.

"In a moment," she replied submissively, her arms dangling limply over the supports of the chair,
her legs stiffly extended.

"Well?" he prodded, gesturing to the pictures.
"Quite good," answered Jennifer. She removed a pair of glasses from her purse-wire rims-placed

them on her fine-boned nose, held the pictures to the light and re-examined them closely. "Who is the
girl?"

"You don't know her."
"A model?"
"No. Just a friend." He winked suggestively.
"I admire the quality."
"Natural?"
"Very. How did you get it?"
"Ah," he exclaimed lasciviously. "Natural light and voyeurism. The camera is a remarkable voyeur.

With nudes, the texture of the subject is most important but with the knowledge of the camera's
presence, the normal serenity of the body is lost. Look at her face. I could never have achieved the
subtlety you see there if she had known I was shooting her. The narcissism wouldn't be as clearly
stated." He lifted one of the photos and held it to the light. "Remarkable realism," he declared with a
note of self-acclaim.

He began to discuss the visual ramifications.
Then it happened.
Allison had remained seated in the chair, casually thumbing through a copy of Vogue. The headache

came first. Almost instantly, as if it had been there all along but had been held back by a dam whose
ramparts had suddenly been torn away. It was centered at the base of her skull. Her initial reaction was
surprise, then consternation. She had felt fine all week. In fact, the last headache had occurred the
morning Miss Logan had called with the approval. And that really wasn't a headache, just a dull
pressure that she had attributed to a residue of tension. And now? There seemed to be no logical



 
explanation other than a reaction to the long hours under the hot lights. Yet, if it had just been a
migraine, she would have dismissed it summarily. There was also a sensation of constriction along her
back that made her skin prickle as if a slab of dry ice had been jammed against her body. Unnerved,
she sat up, threw the magazine on the chair, walked to the closed skylight and looked over the
rooftops. There wasn't much of a view. A few chimneys. The moon in its last quarter. She shook her
head in a vain attempt to drive away the pain, then she turned back toward the bar and listened. "Are
you sure you couldn't achieve the same effect with the right model?" she heard Lois ask. But was
"hearing" the right word? The sounds were muffled as if the vibrations were being projected through a
sonic sponge.

Then they ceased altogether.
She stumbled back against the glass panes. They vibrated noisily; several cracked.
Everyone turned, shocked, watching.
"I . . . I," Allison mumbled as a tingling sensation coursed along the insides of her arms toward the

shoulders. Quickly she felt it spread through all her extremities and then give way to a far more
alarming perception: a total deadness. Frantically, she began to rub her hands together.

Jack hurled himself over the bar, grabbed her as she was beginning to fall and carried her over the
wires to the armchair. Jennifer crushed her cigarette and squirmed in pursuit.

"Allison," Jack shouted, "what's the matter?"
"I don't know!" Allison stammered in garbled tones, terrified.
"Get some ice!" said Jack.
Lois pulled several cubes from the ice bucket, wrapped them in a silk scarf and handed them to him;

he pressed the bundle against her forehead after wiping off the beads of sweat.
Allison lifted her hands to her neck and rubbed the flesh. Her pulse slowed. She looked around the

room and blinked unsurely as the shapes that had decomposed during the onslaught of the pain began
to reassume coherency. She leaned forward in the chair and gripped her knees. She remained silent for
several minutes, unresponsive to Jack's prodding. Then she looked up, breathed deeply and sat back. It
s gone.

"What's gone?" Jack asked.
"I'm not sure," she replied with a look that implied an absence of total consciousness. Yet, some of

her color had returned and her eyes had steadied. "I had a migraine," she said, "and this sensation, as if
the sense of touch had left my hands and legs."

Jack regarded her inquisitively. "Can you hold the ice?" he asked.
She nodded and laid her hand over the scarf.
"Do you want to lie down?"
"No," she said, shaking her head deliberately. "I feel better."
"Are you sure?" asked Jennifer as she nervously leaned over the arm of the chair.
"Yes," Allison answered. She did feel better. Almost a complete reversal of her condition just

moments ago. She was understandably skeptical. Could the migraine and dead-ness have disappeared
that quickly? It seemed impossible. Yet the pain had arrived almost instantaneously. Surely it could
have left the same way. That is, assuming there really was a headache and a polarization of her sense
of touch and not a psychological mirage brought on by the heat or excitement.

"I want you to sit for a couple of minutes more," said Jack.
"Yes, I think I will," Allison said.
She did, during which time Jack hovered over her, occasionally going over to the broken skylight

window to comment on the excessive heat in the studio.



 
After several minutes he asked how she felt. She said, "Fine." He asked if she had eaten. She said

she had nibbled a hamburger at lunch. He concluded that food would do her good and pulled her to the
bar, where she began to eat one of the remaining sandwiches.

She chewed slowly. She wasn't hungry. Strange! She hadn't eaten since lunchtime. And her appetite
had seemed perfectly normal. Perhaps she was coming down with the flu. You could always count on
the flu to arrive at the most inopportune time and bring with it the most peculiar set of symptoms
imaginable. That might explain everything. Still she should have started slower. An hour booking
instead of a long session. And a staggered schedule rather than consecutive commitments. She had a
major commercial to shoot the next day, a national spot, which would probably require a few days'
work. Then she would have to shop and cook dinner for Michael. There were several still sessions
scheduled for Wednesday and a fashion show for Thursday. Rest? She doubted she would have much
time for that until the weekend, providing she didn't become sick, in which event everything might
have to be canceled.

Jack cleaned up the cellophane and napkins and placed the tray and discarded bottles under the bar.
He walked around and gently laid his hand on her shoulders and massaged the delicate but tense
muscles with the tips of his fingers. She lowered her head. He ran his hand up her neck and over the
back of her scalp, following the wave of her fine-spun hair. "You're a right pretty thing, you know," he
said reassuringly.

She smiled.
"I want to be sure that you feel all right before we begin. If not, we'll wait."
She swiveled around and kissed him on the cheek. "I'm fine," she said.
He pulled her from the seat, slapped her on the rear and led her back toward Jennifer and Lois, who

were back on the set.
Allison watched Lois and Jennifer turn the near corner onto Fifth Avenue and disappear.
She glanced at her watch; it was late, eleven o'clock. The session had lasted longer than she had

expected. She was tired. Yet apart from the "fainting spell," it had been a good first booking. A
triumphant return of sorts.

She picked up her duffel, stepped out of the doorway and looked toward Sixth Avenue, now a blotch
of light in the distance. She began to walk slowly, acutely aware of the darkness, shadows, and dirt.
She felt curiously uneasy. Strange, she had walked this neighborhood at night many times over the
past few years. And she had learned to accommodate the terrors. But tonight, for some unexplainable
reason, she felt threatened. Perhaps she had been away from New York too long.

Halfway down the block she stopped. She could hear footsteps echoing between the grotesque
overhanging buildings. Turning quickly, she strained her eyes, but there was nothing visible; the
footsteps died. She squeezed her fingers into fists. The feeling again. It returned with the same
suddenness with which it had hit her in the studio. She felt a surge through her arms, then a lack of
sensation, as if all the nerve endings had been cauterized. Nervously, she looked for the source of the
footsteps, hoping to see Jack appear, explain away the intruder and reassure her as he had done before.
Then, suddenly, the dull tingling was gone. She kicked at the ground, angered that she would let the
strain of past weeks do this to her.

Steadying herself, she took several steps and stopped again. Footsteps echoed once more. Quickly,
she crossed the street, huddled in the shadow of a garment factory and looked back. The footsteps
continued, but they sounded different now. They were no longer coming toward her; they were either
moving away or turning into one of the side alleys. She remained frozen in place, sensing that she was
still in danger, praying that the horrible tingling sensation would not return to her arms. Then she
bolted through the refuse toward the corner. Running, gasping frantically, arriving under the



 
streetlight just as an arm wrapped around her chest and pulled her to the side.

"Hey."
She looked around, panic-stricken; there was a man behind her.
"Slow down, my child; you'll kill someone," he said softly.
She stood shaking, holding on to a muscular arm that held her securely. She panted wildly, wound

her fingers into the little tufts of white hair that dotted his freckled skin and focused on the diminutive
nun who stood close to him, holding her rosary and using his body as a buffer against the cold night
wind.

The priest released his grip, raised his heavy white eyebrows and regarded her sympathetically.
"Are you all right?" asked the nun.
Allison nodded and turned.
"What happened?" questioned the priest.
She hesitated and, as a gesture of regained composure, tried to tidy her wildly scattered hair. She

was relieved. Of all people to run into, a priest and a nun. How lucky could she have been? She
quickly grabbed her crucifix-in deference to something-and held it tightly.

Turning, she glanced down the block. There was nothing. She looked back at the priest,
embarrassed. "I'm terribly sorry, Father, I thought someone was behind me. I was trying to get off the
street."

"Let me see," said the priest. He stepped away and looked down the barely visible sidewalks. "I
don't see anything," he said, shaking his head. "Stay with the good sister for a moment."

The priest began to search the doorways.
"Sister, I'm so sorry."
"There's nothing to be sorry about, my child," said the nun. Her cheeks glistened under the shower

of light from the streetlights; her eyes reflected her warmth and sincerity. "If something scared you,"
she continued, "that is not your sin. You shouldn't walk alone here at this hour of the night."

"But this has never happened before," Allison protested.
"Something bad need only happen once." The nun reached out and took her hand. "Calm yourself,

my child. No one will hurt vou now."
They stood together under the streetlight for two or three minutes.
At the sound of footsteps they turned; the priest stepped from the shadows.
"Nothing," he said as he wiped some dust off his authoritative hands.
"I'm sorry," Allison repeated once again. "I don't know what got into me."
"I wouldn't concern myself, my child. It's very dark and every sound echoes no matter how slight.

It's certainly understandable that you would become frightened."
"Where are you going?" asked the nun. "If it's near, you can walk with us."
"No, thank you. I have to go uptown to Eighty-ninth Street. I'll hail a cab, but I would appreciate it

if you could wait with me until one comes. I'm still a little unnerved."
"Of course," said the priest. "We'll stand on the other corner."
They crossed the street and waited for several minutes until a taxi passed.
"Thank you again," Allison said as she stepped into it.
"Don't mention it," replied the priest. "Just stay off dark streets." He closed the door.
She turned and looked out the back window. A car was coming toward her, partially illuminating

West Twenty-sixth Street. She watched the car's progress until it reached the corner. Seeing nothing,
she laid her head back on the poorly upholstered seat.



 
"Eighty-ninth and Central Park West, please."
The cab jolted forward.
She lifted her head once again and peered out the dirty back window. The priest and nun were

walking slowly up the block. She smiled, thankfully, but the smile quickly faded. She was furious with
herself. Silly! Cowardly! Paranoid! The epithets ran quickly through her head. She couldn't believe
how she had just acted. She had to get control of herself. The tactile strangeness. The sensation of
footsteps. The headaches.

All nonsense.
She promised herself it would not happen again. And she promised herself she would say nothing to

Michael.



 Chapter IV

"Damn, it's hot," she cried as she emerged from the confines of the tiny kitchen.
She hustled down the corridor carrying two round porcelain bowls. Cautiously, she set them on the

dining table, blew on her singed fingers, lifted the lids to check the condition of the vegetables, then
stepped back, surveyed the fruits of her considerable labor and realigned the mirrored settings at
either end of the white tablecloth. She lifted two long-stemmed wine glasses and placed them next to a
tear-shaped decanter and a bottle of French wine, finest vintage, that had been selected earlier in the
day according to Michael's strictest instructions.

Quickly noting the time on the grandfather clocks, she squeezed her hands nervously, scurried back
into the kitchen and re-emerged with a hot plate. She skirted the end of the table, placed it on a
portable bronze heater, applied a match, and stood back to admire the bright blue flame that shot up to
singe the bottom of the metal casserole. She was satisfied. There was still more to do, but she was
beginning to create some order out of the previous two hours' chaos.

The doorbell rang. She jumped up and quickly glanced once more at the clocks. They read nine-
thirty; Michael was half an hour early. How could he have done this to her? He had never been early
for anything in his life.

"Coming!" she shouted.
She ran to the mirror and straightened her pants suit. Not that it needed straightening, but a woman

surprised is a woman unkempt, and the first thing she invariably does, whether the feelings of
dishevelment are illusory or not, is check her clothes and makeup. She tossed her hair, frowning
slightly at the sight of a few loose ends, and placed the dangling crucifix inside the top of her jacket.
The bell rang again.

"I'm coming, Michael!"
She grabbed the latch, pulled the chain guard, started to turn the knob and then stopped. Michael

hadn't rung the front buzzer. How had he gotten in? Maybe one of the neighbors had been coming
through the foyer at the same time. With a quick twist, she opened the door.

"Chazen's the name. Charles Chazen," said the little man. There he stood, all five feet six of him,
slight of build and substance, with an elongated head and comically unmatched features emphasized
by thinning gray hair that curled over his ears, an enormous pair of warped bifocals which sat
precariously on the bridge of his sharply pointed nose, and sunken but ruddy cheeks that smacked of
an Irish background or an extreme and constant state of embarrassment. The rest of his face was a
composite of lines, crags and crevices, all appropriately aged and asymmetric. But though it much
resembled a prune his immediate smile was ingratiating.

"I'm your neighbor in five B," he said.
Mr. Chazen was dressed in an old gray suit that was frayed around the edges and creaseless. The top

two buttons were missing, as were the buttons on his sleeves, though the threads still remained. In his
lapel was a, shriveled flower.

"This is Mortimer," he said, nodding to the green and gold parakeet that sat on his right shoulder.
The bird chirped an opinion.
"Yes, she is," Chazen answered.
Allison eyed him queerly as the bird hopped about his shoulder.
"A most sagacious bird. Extraordinary. Unfortunately he cannot speak a word of English, so if

you're not proficient in the language of the species, I'm afraid, you will miss a stimulating exhibition
of erudition."



 
"I . . . uh . . ." she stammered. "I'm afraid I'm not."
"Tut, tut, my dear. In good time I shall teach you. It's quite simple, you know." He paused, glanced

at the bird and continued. "I trust you like birds?"
"I do."
"He's from Brazil. Have you ever been there?"
"No."
"I hear 'tis a lovely country."
"Yes, I have also," she said as she shifted unsurely in place.
Chazen stood erect, almost at attention. His left arm hung at his side while his right arm hooked in

front of him, forming a cradle in which sat another animal, a silly-looking black and white alley cat
with limpid green eyes and the most frazzled, unkempt coat she had ever seen.

Chazen held up the cat.
"And this is Jezebel. She speaks perfect English," he announced, looking into the cat's eyes. "Say

hello to the nice lady, sweetheart!" The cat said nothing. "Come on." Still nothing. "Well, she's not
been too talkative tonight. Perhaps she has a bit of indigestion."

Allison stood nonplused. She had expected Michael, but instead here appeared a strange man with
his mini-menagerie-a cat and a bird-her upstairs neighbor.

"My name's Allison," she said.
Mr. Chazen smiled broadly and extended his hand. "Glad to meet you. Yes sirreee. Glad to, glad to."

He chucked the cat under the chin. "Aren't we? of course we are, my little angels."
The cat sneezed.
Chazen frowned. "Is my little baby catching a nasty cold?" He felt the cat's nose, then each of her

paws; satisfied, he wiped the look of parental concern from his face and smiled at Allison once again.
"Yes, I'm happy to know you too," she said while extending her hand to join Chazen's. "I was

wondering when I was going to meet some of the neighbors."
"Oh, yes. I'm sure." The little man bounced into the apartment with the animals. "Come, my

children," he said affectionately. He had a funny little walk, Chaplinesque in manner; his feet pointed
in opposite directions, his legs remained stiff and extended as his body swayed from side to side. All
that was missing was the black bowler, a set of tails and a cane.

The cat bobbed merrily in his arm as he walked, her head mimicking the movement of his body. She
seemed comfortable; she had obviously been carried like this many times before.

"What a lovely apartment," he said, scurrying about like a bargain hunter at a rummage sale. Within
moments he had examined every piece of furniture in the room. "Mortimer finds the decor
stimulating," he added after a brief discussion with the bird.

"Thank you," Allison replied.
Chazen wobbled to the fireplace, quickly examined it, then turned his attention to the grandfather

clocks, which he studied judiciously.
"Magnificent timepieces," he said as he ran his eyes along the mantelpiece; it was covered by

cameos and ferrotypes. He reached out, removed one and held it up. "Herbert Hoover," he declared. "A
noble President."

As far as she knew, she had neither a picture nor a cameo of the man. Curiously, she walked over
and looked at the antique.

"It doesn't look like him."
"Of course it does. Unquestionably so." He nodded; then, oblivious to the fact that she had claimed

ignorance of its presence, added, "I admire your patriotism. I remember the man distinctly." He puffed



 
his chest proudly. "I shall go to Korea,' he said. Got him elected."

"That was Eisenhower."
"Eisenhower? Was it?" He pondered momentarily. "I guess it was. Funny, I thought it was Hoover.

Now what did Hoover say?"
Allison shrugged.
"Ask not what your country can do for you, ask-"
"No."
"No?" He wrinkled his brow and challenged, "Who said that?"
"Kennedy."
"Really?"
"Yes."
He glanced at the parakeet. "Hoover must have said something!"
"I'm sure he did."
"What could it be?" he asked himself.
Allison smiled. "Give me liberty or give me death."
"That's it," he screamed. "A great man."
She shook her head incredulously.
He returned the cameo to the mantel, roamed to the center of the room, listened to some rapid

commentary from Mortimer, then leaned on the couch and rubbed his chin. "My dear, your taste is
exquisite. I should like you to help me redecorate my apartment someday."

She protested. "Thank you, but I can't accept the credit. Most of this was here when I arrived."
"Tut. Tut. Immodesty is not a virtue when one's abilities are genuinely laudable. Aristotle said so."
She laughed. If Aristotle had said so, it was probably right. But then again Aristotle had said that

the earth was the center of the universe.
Chazen continued to move about the apartment, displaying an intense curiosity about every object

within reach, re-inspecting everything a second time. Suddenly he stopped.
"Oh," he said in a self-reprimanding tone, "I've interrupted your dinner."
She looked at the exquisite table setting. "No," she corrected, "I haven't begun yet."
"That's reassuring! I would feel so contrite if I had barged in. Ingestion and digestion must progress

without interference of idle chitchat. Don't you think?"
"Why yes," said Allison. "I'm waiting for a gentleman to join me for dinner. His name's Michael,"

she continued, trying to think of a way to politely induce her neighbor to leave.
"You're married?"
"No."
"Engaged?"
She shook her head.
"Ah, just friends," he concluded. "But friendships often blossom into bliss." He smiled. "Definitely

so!"
She frowned. She hadn't heard such corn in years.
Chazen continued to smile broadly as he walked around the table. He studied several of the bibelots

with the aplomb of an antiques expert. Then he sat down at the head of the table.
"Thank you for offering," he bellowed.
"Offering?" she responded, not quite knowing what he was talking about.
"Oh, yes, yes. I know when someone's going to offer me a chair. From experience; I'm no youngster,



 
you know. So I merely saved you the effort by thanking you in advance." Chazen paused, petted the
cat and continued. "I've been meaning to pop in for the last three days, but between this and that I first
had the chance now."

"I'm so happy you were able to find the time."
"So am I," Chazen declared, adjusting his unadjustable bifocals. "I so love new neighbors. I like the

old ones too. But new neighbors are so much fun. They remind me of my first apartment back in the
twenties-or was it my second back in the thirties? Well, whatever. It was so long ago I really don't
remember accurately, but I had so much fun with the new neighbors."

"Can I offer you anything?" asked Allison, interrupting the confusion. "Some wine or food?"
"Oh, no, it's way past my mealtime and at my age I must keep a careful regimen."
"And the animals?"
"They eat with me," stated the old man definitively.
She stifled a laugh. She couldn't believe the conversation. But he was entertaining and she

immediately felt a pleasant affection for him. She sat and petted Jezebel's neck; the cat purred.
Chazen smiled contentedly. "Mortimer likes his stomach rubbed," he declared.
Allison reached over and caressed the bird's breast.
"A hedonistic bird." Chazen giggled, his cheeks reddening.
"Hedonism and sagacity. A rare combination in any animal-human or otherwise."
"I would suppose," Allison surmised.
"So would I," announced Chazen. "So would I."
Allison smiled, bemused.
"Do you know any of the other neighbors?" she questioned.
"Of course," he answered. "I know them all, such nice people, except-" He motioned Allison to lean

in so that he might whisper in her ear. "Well, there's a priest on the floor with me who belongs in a
mental institution! Crazy as a loon!" The old man looked iip at the ceiling as if he were repentant for
having uttered such an insinuation. "God forgive me," he begged. "But he's really nuts. Sits in his
apartment all day looking out the window."

"The renting agent mentioned him."
"She did?"
Allison nodded. "He was watching us as we were leaving the building."
"I see." Chazen paused. "But don't worry, he never comes out and he's very quiet. Well, anyway,

there's that apartment four A!"
"Who lives there?"
"No one. That's the point. They've never rented it. And it really is nice. Now all the rest of the

people are quite pleasant and I- No, wait, I almost forgot those two women on the second floor.
There's something evil about them. Worthy of damnation!"

"That's a harsh judgment," she cautioned.
"Oh, tut," he responded.
"Excuse me?" questioned Allison, not quite knowing the meaning of his remark.
"Tut! Tut! Never you mind. Evil, I said."
She was duly chastened. She sat back in her chair and waited for his next revelation.
"Now what was I talking about?" puzzled the old man. "Let me see."
"The neighbors?" suggested Allison.
"No, it was something else. Before that. No. Ah, marriage. That's it. Marriage! Never indulged
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